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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

THE WITCH’S LIST

Andrew Cairns has written, quite literally, a bewitching novel, one that speaks to an underbelly which lies dormant in us all. The Witch’s List bridges our world of convention, with that of a fabulous Twilight Zone, what may be true reality – a realm of magic and ultimate possibility. I recommend this book because, behind the smokescreen of simplicity, there lies a masked bedrock of extraordinary power.

Tahir Shah, author of The Caliph’s House etc.

A highly entertaining account of a boy’s journey – both physical and emotional – from youth to manhood. From school-days to university, and into the workplace, we follow our young protagonist, ‘Sandy’ as he strives to build a life for himself. Leaving his home in Dundee he gravitates south, to France and then West Africa. The jarring cultural changes, which Sandy encounters, are brought to life authentically. The characters met along the way are fully developed and I formed an attachment to the young Scot that kept me gripped throughout, as the story builds towards a jaw-dropping conclusion.

Gregor Ewing, author of Charlie, Meg and Me and Bruce, Meg and Me

The Witch’s List is a book full of colours and darkness. It transports you into the turbulent world of Sandy Beech, a young man experiencing adulthood with spirit and curiosity. His attraction for exotic women will trap him into unsuspected adventures in Africa. Andrew Cairns has brought off a lively, captivating novel and a unique cultural experience for the reader.

Isabelle Richaud, author of Men in the Mirror

The Witch’s List by Andrew Cairns is a real page turner. As soon as you start to follow the main character, a young bloke by the name of Sandy Beech, you want to know more about him and follow his path. It leads him from his Scottish home to a French university, and finally to Africa.

For a guy who favours exotic women, and who does not believe in witchcraft, it’s a dangerous way to go. Despite the warnings given by a dying nun, Sandy marries a beautiful black girl, Rocky, and, after a few years of faltering happiness, follows her to her home country, the Ivory Coast, in the hope of winning her back. There, he will witness strange events and be the victim of a series of physical assaults that will leave him deeply wounded, physically and mentally.

What’s really happened to him? Does this black magic really exist? In this coming of age novel, written with wit and great emotional precision, Andrew Cairns creates a strange mixture of mystery, humour, horror and passion. Through the eyes of a young European, The Witch’s List also depicts the discovery of a strange continent, and it’s different set of rules and values.

A must-read, captivating and bewitching.

Jean-Christophe Manuceau, author of Cocteau Twins: Des Punks Célestes and L’homme Sans Parapluie
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Introduction


“Once you’re on the witch’s list, you’re as good as dead.”



Commonly held belief in the Ivory Coast (and elsewhere in Africa, where witchcraft is still practiced).


Part I


Chapter 1

Witches and Warlocks

I didn’t use to believe in witches. Not really. Of course, growing up in Scotland, there were always stories of witches and wizards, ghosts and ghouls, monsters and zombies and so on, but as in most ‘civilized’ western countries, such stories were mainly regarded as folklore; on a par with pixies and elves. You didn’t really believe in them, they were just fairy tales. Remember the stories?

There was one, more ‘serious’ book on witches in our secondary school library though. And it freaked us all out a bit. It must have been one of the most browsed texts in there – due to its filthy pictures of witches performing various ceremonies – black masses and the like – naked! In most libraries there are some books with scuddy pictures, classed under erotic literature or art; even in the children’s section there’s always some big kid that’s got his hands on the encyclopaedia and invites you over to show you a picture of the topless, tribal African woman. This one, ‘Witches and Warlocks’, was a non-fiction work, detailing very graphically, and very sexily we all thought, a range of witchcraft and black arts practices. It had somehow found its way into Saint Saviours’ RC (Roman Catholic) school, despite the establishment being as staunchly Catholic in its syllabus and overall culture as it comes. It was in the reference section, on the religious books shelf, and I’m sure none of the teachers knew of its existence, much less its saucy content. The librarian was a rather dozy woman in her thirties, with short blond hair; always had her nose in some novel. I assume it was her that ordered a copy. She must have done it absent-mindedly, not really checking out its profane and pornographic content. Or maybe she was some kind of closest anarchist or rebel. Who knows?

My best friend at the time, Martin Cardosi, always one to lead me into mischief, showed me the book at one point; we must have been in second year, aged thirteen, hormones beginning to rage.

“Here, Sandy, come and check this out.” He shoved the big tome into my hands.

I flipped through it, speechless, mostly just looking at the shocking pictures but taking in some of the vocabulary: black mass, pentagram, hex, coven, sect, orgy…

“I’d like to join one of those devilish sects, just to take part in the orgies,” said Martin, grinning.

“Idiot! You’d probably go to hell.”

After we’d had our fill of the images, Martin put the book back on the shelf and said, “Don’t forget to touch the Bible after, just to be on the safe side.”

We both touched the Bible before leaving.

From then on we secretly consulted the book, at least once a week, hiding behind one of the shelves and ogling at the pictures.

* * *

Saint Saviours’ was a comprehensive school, slap-bang in the middle of some of the roughest areas of Dundee: Fintry, Whitfield, Craigie and Douglas; so it had its fair share of psychos, hard men and general nutters. They had three main pastimes during the lunch break: playing a gambling game called pitchy, which involves throwing coins up against the wall, the winner being the one who gets his coin closest; smoking round the back of the boilers; and, of course, fighting and bullying. Martin and I came from the Ferry, one of the better areas of Dundee. We were bussed in to Saint Saviours’, along with about forty to fifty other children, because it was the nearest Catholic School. Hence we were labelled ‘snobs’, ‘toffs’ or ‘poofs’ and were considered good bullying fare for the yobs during the breaks.

The library was a good place to escape to, to avoid getting beaten up, but the best place was the Chess Club, because we could eat our lunch there; and also because we liked playing chess, I suppose (we were both on the school chess team). It was run by Mr Fitzsimmons, a very amusing and charismatic chemistry teacher, but with a very short temper. He was well known for his angry fits, often reducing strapping lads, a foot taller than him, to blubbing wrecks just by screaming and shouting at them. He sometimes seemed as if he was about to have a nervous breakdown; eventually he did, but years later, once we’d all left the school. So while the Chess Club was a great place to hang out, it was wise to be on your best behaviour, since Fitzy – never call him that to his face – could drop in at any time to check up on you.

In the winter, when it was very cold, the classrooms got a bit chilly, even with the heaters turned on full. So Mr Fitzsimmons used to light up all the Bunsen burners on the workbenches, which were situated along three walls of the room, as well as the one on top of his desk, at the front. He left them on the slow, yellow flame and not the strong, ferocious, blue flame, but it was dangerous enough leaving unattended teenagers surrounded by flaming burners. It also created a rather mysterious atmosphere, like sitting in some pagan temple. I’m sure if some health and safety inspector had come along, he would have got rapped for it. But Fitzy was ever the rebel. This was 80s Britain, where teachers were striking and stopping all extra-curriculum activities in protest at Thatcher’s budget cuts and pay rise refusals, and his Chess Club was the one remaining club in the school; all the others – sports, drama, photography, etc. – had been stopped after the first year. I think he supported the strikes, but he just loved chess. He had, after all, coached the famous Paul Motwani, a previous pupil at the school and huge chess star, who went on to become Scotland’s first Grand Master.

So one Tuesday lunchtime, during our second year, in the heart of the cold Scottish winter, we were sitting eating our lunch and playing chess in the chemistry lab / Chess Club, the Bunsen burners full ablaze and Martin said, “Watch this!” He went over to the workbench at the side of the class and moved his hand through the flame. “See, if you move your hand quite quickly through the flame, it doesn’t burn.”

We all have a fascination with fire. It must be human nature, part of our instincts, left over from prehistoric times where fire meant warmth, protection, hot food, story telling but perhaps also excitement: sex by the fireside? We’ve all set something on fire just for the fun of it: a candle, a firework, a match or a whole box of them all at once, thrilled by the little explosion, the sudden blaze. “Come on, guys, are you chicken?” Martin ribbed us.

We didn’t need much persuasion, most of the boys and a few of the girls left their chess games and took turns putting their hands through the flame, feeling the slight warmth, but moving fast enough so as not to get burnt. I went to the burner on the teacher’s desk, standing on a chair so I could reach it. Of course, just my luck, as I was putting my hand through the flame, Fitzsimmons came in, took in the scene – and went berserk!

“You, Beech! I can’t believe it!” he shouted, already turning red.

Most people had backed away from the burners when he came in, but he’d caught me red-handed, seen me through the little window on the door before he even came in. “Can’t I even leave you a few minutes, without you getting up to something?” he bellowed.

“Sorry, sir,” I said meekly, looking down at my shoes.

“And here was me, just trying to be nice and warm the place up for you a bit.” He looked around and caught Martin smirking. “I bet this was your idea wasn’t it, Martin?”

“What? No, sir,” he protested, but he wasn’t fooling anyone.

“Right the pair of you, out! You’re banned for the rest of the week.”

There wasn’t going to be any discussion, so we gathered up our things and made for the door. Fitzsimmons went around the class turning off all the burners. “Get back to your games the rest of you, and you can freeze for all I care!” He glared at us as we headed out the door.

“Nice one, Martin,” I said accusatorily to my friend, who’d got me into deep water once again, or rather, thick ice in this case – it was one of the coldest days of winter, there was deep snow and thick sheets of ice everywhere.

The yobs were all having snowball fights and worse – pushing people to the ground and burying them with snow they kicked on top of them. Ron Knight, one of the chief psychos, spotted us, came along and shoved me to the ground and started kicking snow on me. “Sandy, you poof! Come and play snowballs instead of that poofy chess.”

One of his mates, Grant Bishop grabbed some sand from a big bin of the stuff, officially used to help melt the ice, and threw some in my face. He also stuffed a handful down the back of my neck. “Hey, the Sandy Beech needs some more sand.”

“You’ve just been checkmated by a Knight and a Bishop,” joked Martin. He often used his humour in such cases, and by keeping the lowlifes amused managed to deflect most of their violence. While the pair of bullies guffawed, Martin grabbed me up off the ground. “Come on, Sandy.” He led me away and once we were out of earshot he said, “Let’s head to the library.” He didn’t want the others to know we were going there, since they’d just call us ‘swats’ and ‘poofs’ and probably pelt us with more snow and sand. We still had about forty-five minutes to kill before the end of the lunchtime break, so it seemed like a good idea.

The library was very quiet, just a few bookish types, perusing the shelves or sitting down reading at one of the desks. We blended in, although I was leaving a little trail of sand from the stuff Grant had put down my clothes. After aimlessly looking at a few books in the various sections, we found each other in the religious section, in front of the shelf with the infamous ‘Witches and Warlocks’.

Martin took it off the shelf. “May as well have a gander,” he said.

We looked through it, page by page; no matter how many times you looked at this bizarre tome, you were still spellbound, feeling a strange mixture of curiosity, horror and titillation as you took in the pictures – both drawings and photos. “Do you think those are actual devil worshippers, taking part in real black masses, or just models pretending?” asked Martin.

“Don’t know. What, are you thinking of applying for a job as a model for the next edition?”

He laughed. “Who published this thing anyway?” He found the answer on one of the pages near the front. “Six-six-six publishing,” he read aloud. “Geeze, the devil himself! Quick we’d better touch the Bible before we go.” Lunchtime break was almost over.

“What do you think would happen if you touched it with the Bible?” he asked.

“Don’t know. Probably nothing. Try it and see,” I said flippantly.

“I’ll hold this. You get the Bible.” He was serious.

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, and then let’s get out of here before the librarian wakes up and nabs us.”

He held the volume of ‘Witches and Warlocks’, and I got the Bible, a big leather-bound edition, further along the shelf. It had probably been consecrated by the Bishop, the real Bishop that is, not Grant Bishop. I touched it onto the perverse, evil tome that Martin was holding and the pages burst into flames in his hands.

“Ahhh!” He started screaming. We both panicked. He dropped the flaming book to the floor, and I quickly placed the Bible – which had escaped unscathed – on top of the shelf, no time to put it back in its place. Then we both legged it out of the door.

Luckily, I don’t think the librarian had seen us at all, engrossed as always in the latest potboiler she was reading. We ran downstairs and back into the playground, praying that we wouldn’t be found out, or that we hadn’t set the library on fire. There were no smoke alarms in those days, but I assumed the librarian wasn’t that dozy that she couldn’t react to the smell of smoke and douse a book with the nearest fire extinguisher.
* * *

The first class of the afternoon, Maths, went as usual, but halfway through the second class, English, there was a note passed round to all the teachers and everyone was convoked to the hall for an emergency assembly. When we got there the place was packed; all the teachers and pupils were present, as was the librarian, who for once looked emotional and agitated. Martin and I looked at each other uneasily. He put his index finger to his lips. Of course, I wasn’t going to say anything. It was a golden, universal rule we’d learned since primary school; never grass, and especially never own up to anything if you know what’s good for you.

Miss Gruffy, the assistant-head led the proceedings. She had a formidable presence, despite being only about five-foot-two. Greying hair cut short, icy-clear blue eyes which no one dared look into for more than an instant, built like a bus – not fat just solid, matriarchal, I suppose you might say. She’d been a missionary nun in Africa in the sixties and seventies, no doubt striking fear into the hearts of any cannibal tribes who dared defy her. She’d been awarded an MBE no less, before leaving the cloth and taking on a new mission: trying to keep us lot on the straight and narrow.

She held up the charred remains of ‘Witches and Warlocks’, holding it at the extreme corner between her thumb and forefinger, as if it was some filthy rag; I suppose it was in her eyes, both literally and figuratively. “Who’s responsible for this?” she boomed, and then looked round the assembly hall, trying to detect any sign of someone who might know something. We all kept our eyes down and remained mute. She let us stew in silence for a good two minutes, before eventually saying, “Fine. No one’s going to own up. The library’s closed for the next two weeks.”

She dramatically dropped the scorched volume into a wastepaper bin, which had obviously been put up on the stage beside her for this sole purpose. She looked out at us again and finally thundered, “God is not mocked!” Clutching the Bible – I’m sure it was the one I’d discarded previously up in the library, she glared at us for a few more instants, then strode furiously off the stage.


Chapter 2

The Call of the Bongos

Even after this episode, I still wasn’t entirely convinced of the veracity of the supernatural, witchcraft, etc. I’d seen the pages go up in flames, but thought it might have been Martin who’d rigged the whole thing, lighting them with a hidden match or cigarette lighter. I confronted him about this just after the incident but he denied it. “Are you nuts?” he said. “Do you think I’d do that just for a joke? Plus, look at the state of my hands.” There were several blisters on his fingers where the fire had burned him.

“So what, you’re saying that it just spontaneously combusted?”

“Yes. That was one evil book.”

* * *

With us being banned from the Chess Club and the library being closed, I thought the rest of that week would be hell. Stuck out in the cold, nowhere to hide from the hard-nuts; but it wasn’t actually too bad. Apparently, word had got around that we were responsible for burning the book and almost setting the library on fire. Fortunately the librarian had reacted in time and used an extinguisher to douse the flames; a scorch-mark on the carpet remained and would serve as a reminder of this bizarre episode. The psychos regarded us with a new respect, if short-lived; in a couple of months they were back to picking on us as usual. I did, however, suffer some fallout. The day after the book burning, I was walking round the back of the boilers with Martin and a few other classmates – always a bit risky, but sometimes we went that way to go between classes, rather than walking the other way which took a lot longer. Some guy I didn’t know and that I’d never even noticed before – he must have been two or three years above us – just came up to me and punched me right in the face, then wandered off without a word. We found out later that he was called Dougie Mitchel and that he’d been a big fan of the sordid tome we’d destroyed.

I’m sure Mr Fitzsimmons suspected we’d had something to do with the incident, but to his credit he never said anything. He welcomed us back to the Chess Club the following Monday, just issuing us with the warning, “Mess with fire and you’ll get burnt. Mess with me and I’ll have your livers on a plate.” He was only half-joking. He was well known for being borderline. Sometimes he used to aim his car at pupils when he was driving into the car park and they had to jump out of the way.

* * *

So we toed the line. Ate our lunch and played chess. Went to classes. Stayed out of trouble, or tried to anyway. Often trouble came looking for you at Saint Saviour’s, in the form of Rodney or Grant or Dougie or Mike or Wayne; all the thugs seemed to have names like this, as if their parents had perused a top ten of hardmen’s first names in deciding what to call them at birth.

Being called Sandy Beech didn’t help. Our family’s little joke. I come from a long line of Sandy Beeches. The first-born son being called Sandy since as far back as anyone can remember. I almost escaped, since my dad was actually the second born and his parents wittily named him Sonny. But his big brother, Uncle Sandy, was a bit of a rebel and ran off and formed a rock band and changed his name to Stoney. He let it be known to all and sunder that no way was he going to be continuing on with this ridiculous tradition, if and when he decided to have children. So Dad – thanks a lot! – solved this problem simply by calling me, his firstborn son, Sandy.

What with the ribbing, the bullying, the difficulty of being taken seriously any time you phoned up and gave your name somewhere, you’d think someone, somewhere down the line would have shown a bit of mercy to his offspring, but no, our family were more of the mentality ‘I’ve suffered and so will you.’

So the bullies had their fun with me whenever they got a chance; shoving me to the ground and sitting on top of me – ‘I’m sitting on the Sandy Beech’; flicking sand or dirt or water at me, or even bits of fish from the canteen or local chipper; burying me in the long jump sandpit; or just chanting ‘Sandy Beech, Sandy Beech, Sandy Beech’ at me.

Thankfully, even the bullies matured a bit in third or fourth year, hormones started kicking in and they moved on to chasing girls. Their main interests now were snogging between smokes round the back of the boilers, slow dancing and more snogging at the regular school discos, holding hands, and dates after school. Some of the lads claimed to have lost their virginity as young as fourteen or fifteen.

* * *

I was a bit of a slow starter in this area. I’d held hands with a couple of girls, kissed them, been ‘going with’ them, as we said in Dundee, but nothing very serious. Going on a date was out of the question, since my parents were strictly against such antics until you were at least 18.

At one point though, I did get the serious hots for a girl, a crush which lasted all the way from fourth year to sixth year. Gabriella. She arrived at the beginning of fourth year and was in most of my classes. She was black and she was gorgeous. Her family had moved from Kenya when her dad had got a professor job at Dundee University. She was one of three siblings: her big brother Michael went into fifth year, and she and her twin brother Gabriel came with us into fourth year. Michael, Gabriel – her parents were obviously staunch Catholics, drawing on the names of the two archangels from the Bible. I suppose they couldn’t exactly use the third archangel, Lucifer, to name their daughter, so lacking imagination they just called her Gabriella. There was something diabolical about her though, in the way she seduced many of the boys and probably a few male teachers in our school, with her exotic accent, her big, flirtatious brown eyes, her long eyelashes and her exquisite body – a perfect mix of slenderness and curvaceousness. She led us on with her lilting tones and provocative glances, only to refuse the advances of anyone who tried it on with her.

Dundee wasn’t exactly cosmopolitan back then. There were a few Indian and Pakistani families living in the West End or in the Ferry, a few Chinese – the ubiquitous Chinese restaurant and Indian corner shop, but black people, whether African or Caribbean, were non-existent before their arrival. Our school had been 100 per cent white before they arrived. So to me – a pale-skinned, blonde-haired, blue-eyed boy – Gabriella’s beauty seemed to be from another planet. I was smitten by her, but for fear of my mates’ ridicule and a humiliating knockback, not to mention my inherent shyness, I kept my attraction to her secret. I allowed myself only the most furtive of looks; her long brown legs, sexily displayed in as tight a miniskirt as she could get away with, drove me especially wild.

One morning – it must have been halfway through fourth year – we were sitting in RE (Religious Education) class, and had been given some boring quiz to do by the teacher, Mrs Willis. She’d left us on our own, presumably to nip off for a fly smoke. Martin had a bright idea, as always.

“Hey, guys, we’ll each write the name of the girl we fancy the most on a bit of paper, mix them up and then pull them out one by one and try to guess whose is whose.”

And the point being? I felt like asking, but I didn’t want to be a killjoy, so I duly wrote in block capitals – to avoid detection by my handwriting – GABRIELLA NDUGU. My ‘mates,’ who were grouped around the desk Martin and I were sitting at, all did the same. There was: Stewart Keillar, or StewK / Stookie as we nicknamed him, due to the fact that he seemed to spend half his life with a plaster ‘stookie’ on a broken arm, leg, wrist, etc. – due to bullying and falling off his bike or out of trees; Stephen Cummings, nicknamed Cum-boy – as he had a penchant for scuddy photos, or more cruelly Scum-boy; Alan Mashburn, nicknamed Mushy or Mushroom man; and of course the ringleader, Martin Cardosi, nicknamed Dozy or Dozy bastard or Dwarf – as in Snow White and the Seven, even though he was above average height. My name was silly enough that it didn’t really require any modification to produce a nickname, although sometimes people called me Beach-boy, or Sandyman; however the latter pissed off the biggest boy in our year, Gary Sandeman, so people tended to avoid that whenever he was around.

“Right, we ready?” enthused Martin. “I’ll pick them out.”

He picked out one of the scrunched up bits of paper and read out, “Marylyn Monroe. Okay very funny! Stew I suppose?” We all knew he had a thing about the American sex symbol, even though she was dead years before we were all born. Stewart just smirked.

“Next, Samantha Fox. Cum-boy, I presume?”

“This game is just stupid!” I blurted out. I was starting to have an uneasy feeling and made to grab for the three remaining bits of paper.

Martin got there faster. “No, no, come on, let’s see.” He opened the remaining bits and read out in a loud voice, so that half the class must have been able to hear: “Sabine, blank and ah-hah – Gabriella Ndugu!” He threw down the bits of paper to prove the veracity of what he’d just read out.

My reddening face removed any doubt as to who’d written the latter. Sabine was the sexy, blonde, French teaching, exchange student. Everyone fancied her, that was no secret. Alan must have written that, he hadn’t even bothered with block capitals but just used his easily identifiable scroll. As for the blank piece, who else could it have been but Martin, the smart-ass initiator of the game.

I tried to protest. “It was just a joke. She’s quite sexy, but I don’t really fancy her!”

They all came back at me together. “Yeah right!” said Martin. “Bullshit!” spat Stewart. “You dog!” added Steve. Alan just burst out laughing.

Thankfully the teacher came back just at that moment. “Right, have you all finished the quiz? No? Come on, you’ve got five more minutes.”

Everyone got back to work. Gabriella wasn’t in my RE class, but word quickly got round, so that by the end of the day, she, and probably half the school knew about my (no longer secret) crush on her. She confirmed she was aware of my feelings by staring suggestively at me during our chemistry class that afternoon and winking at me as I went out the door at the end of the lesson. Would there be chemistry between us? Or would she just lead me on, like she’d already done with a few other poor saps, before crushing me with a humiliating knockback?

* * *

The next morning I had art lessons first thing after registration. Gabriella wasn’t in the same classroom as me for this, but in the one next door; so quite often at the start of the class, I’d go out to the common area, shared between the whole art department, to choose articles from the big rack of stuff that could be used for still life drawings. That way I could see Gabriella, who usually did the same; we were both doing still lifes for the O-grade art exam. This time she was already there, rummaging through bits of driftwood. I went casually over beside her, avoiding eye contact but taking in her delicious perfume, and went to pick up a piece of driftwood. As I did so, she grabbed the other end of it, and a second piece of wood and started drumming a beat, while blowing into a few bottles that she’d positioned on the shelf, to produce a tune! I looked up and she just grinned and winked at me again.

My face reddening, I grabbed another piece of wood and a couple of other things – a sheep’s skull and a green wine bottle, and just headed back to my class. Was she into me or just teasing me?

During the morning break, I recounted the incident to Martin and posed the question, “Do you think she might like me?”

“In your dreams, Sandy! She’s just leading you on.”

“So you don’t think I should chat her up or try and ask her out?” Did I even have the guts to speak to her? Maybe Martin would boost my confidence; maybe pigs would fly.

“Yeah, go on. You may as well get your knock-back over with.”

Great! Thanks a lot Martin, I thought sarcastically to myself. You’re a great help.

“Don’t even know what you seen in her. Can’t you just fancy blondes with big tits like the rest of us?”

I’d never really thought about it that much. I’d always just preferred girls with dark hair and dark skin – few and far between in Scotland, especially back then in the eighties. When I first set eyes on Gabriella, my heart started beating like the bongo drums.

Prince, once famously said that the difference between white men and black men, was that white men hear opera singing when they are in the throes of lovemaking and black men hear the bongos of the jungle. He was forgetting about those white men like me with ‘jungle fever;’ and I suppose there must be black men afflicted with ‘opera fever’ who prefer white women and opera singing.

* * *

The school year ran its course. Gabriella flirted mercilessly with me, and my ‘mates’ and the usual yobs slagged me even more than before, but after a few weeks this treatment died down. Gabriella lost interest; either she figured out that I was too timid to make a move on her or maybe she thought I didn’t fancy her that much after all. As for the rabble, they found other things to poke fun at; in my case they just went back to beating me up – physically and figuratively – about my name. Gabriella and I became friends, or at least close classmates, I suppose you could say. She was in quite a few of my lessons, so we ended up working together. I grew to like her not just for her looks but for her enthusiasm and intelligence. I was usually top in most subjects and she wasn’t far behind.

“Well done!” or “Good work!” she would sometimes say to me when I got a particularly excellent mark in an exercise.

This made a nice change from the usual “Swat!” or “Bloody robot!” which others would often call me. There was an atmosphere of inverse snobbery at Saint Saviour’s among a lot of the pupils, where it was cool to get low marks and where you were despised if you were intelligent, worked a bit and got good marks.

I was glad when fourth year ended. In Scotland you are allowed to leave school aged 16 and thankfully most of the psychos in my year took this option, moving on to technical college, apprenticeships, unskilled labour or prison in some cases; apparently Ron Knight ended up doing a couple of years for GBH – grievous bodily harm.

* * *

The final week of fourth year arrived with blazing hot temperatures, well, hot for Scotland anyway, 28°C or 82°F. The exams were over and those who’d already turned 16 and weren’t continuing their education at the school had all left. Those of us remaining were all itching to get away. The smell of freshly cut grass wafted in through the open windows, filling us with longing to be outside, to be off for the adventures of the summer holidays. One strange event did occur that week that left us with something to brood over during the holidays.

Like every end of year, a big school mass had been planned for the last afternoon. Mr Roberts – the head of the music department – led the band, playing the hymns on the piano on such occasions. This band included the official brass band / orchestra, various rock bands, and basically anyone else who could play an instrument and whom he’d managed to rope into taking part. This included me since I could play the keyboards, although sometimes he made me play the xylophone. There was also a choir of about ten girls; no boy in his right mind would have joined as it would have been considered ‘poofy.’ A couple of days before the big send-off, he assembled us to practise in one of the big music rooms.

We all referred to Mr Roberts – but never to his face of course – as Rabbie, due to his love of Scotland’s famous poet, Robert or ‘Rabbie’ Burns. He was always coming out with obscure quotes from Burns’ poems. He also had an uncanny talent of always seeming to know what mischief we’d been up to, before anyone else and before it seemed possible that he or any of the teachers could have known. For example, one weekend Martin and I had been playing at climbing trees in the local park with another kid, Ignatius Sloss – who’d fallen and broken his leg; Stookie had been spared this time. Ignatius wasn’t even in our school, but the very next morning, Rabbie bade Martin farewell from that morning’s class saying, “Oh Martin! ‘Wilt break thy neck ere thou go further.’ Eh?”

Rabbie was a great musician, a virtuoso pianist, in our eyes. He took boring old hymns and jazzed them up, getting some of the rock band guys to do guitar and drum solos. He also used the piano as a means of communication, during the class or practise session, when quoting Burns failed, as it quite often did. Half the time we didn’t know what the heck he was getting at. He’d play things on the piano: fairy music to ridicule the ‘hard men’ as they walked to the front of the class, funeral marches when someone got summoned to see the head or assistant-head, or ominous classical overtures when he was annoyed with someone. He had a tune for every occasion, and always played them brilliantly.

So, at this practise, one of the drummers, Mark Smith, turned up late. Mark was in fifth year, a bit of a psycho, but one of the few who’d stayed on past age sixteen. Rabbie looked at his watch and quipped “‘Nae man can tether time or tide.’ Eh, Mark?”

Mark just glared back at him and sat down at the drum kit. So Rabbie started playing the theme tune from the film ‘The Omen’ on the piano. Suddenly the crucifix, which had been hanging above the blackboard, fell down and the plaster figure of Jesus broke
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“I recommend this book because, behind the smokescreen of simplicity,
ther lies a masked bedrock of extraordinary power.”
TAHIR SHAH, author of The Caliph’s House
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