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PROLOGUE

The Bay City Rollers were sitting on the floor of my room.

Let me repeat that. The Bay City Rollers, the biggest teen idols of their day, possibly of all time, were sitting on the floor of my room, watching television and conversing in dark Scottish mutters.

Be still, my beating heart, I told myself as I gently chewed the collar of my cap-sleeved T-shirt (all the rage that summer, especially with a picture of Betty Boop on the front, as this one had). I’d like to think I appeared less stunned than I actually was, but their presence was so overwhelming that it took a genuine effort to keep my mouth from hanging open.

To be honest, only two of the Rollers were there – Leslie McKeown, the singer, and Woody, the bass player – along with their security guard, but the fact that any of them were there at all, in my room in a hotel in downtown Detroit, was the most thrilling thing that had ever happened to me. You could say that almost everything I’d done between 30 September 1975, the date of their first American visit, and tonight, 25 August 1977, had been with an eye toward this moment.

Those two years were flashing past me now, much as your life is supposed to when you’re dying. Apt, as this was the closest I’d ever come to death by suppressed hysteria.

These were some of the things flashing past: the freezing afternoons – it always seemed to be winter – hanging around outside hotels for a ten-second glimpse as they dashed into waiting limousines. The hours poring over magazines, cutting out the smallest mentions to ceremonially glue into five brimming scrapbooks. The fake Scottish accent adopted to convince airline booking clerks I was a Roller employee, and could they please remind me what flight the band were on again? The absences from work to go to every gig, every TV show. The Saturday night strategy meetings with equally tragic friends.

And suddenly my quarry were right there, breathing the same smoky air as my friends Kim, Sue P, Barbarino and me. Amazingly, Leslie and Woody were unaware of the effect they were having as they sat there, staring at the TV, smoking a joint and mumbling impenetrably. It was getting on toward midnight of the day they’d played the third-from-last show of their current American tour, and they were tired and uncommunicative.

None the less, my sister Rollermaniacs and I were excited beyond words. On the pretext of getting a cigarette, I pawed through my bag till I found the tape recorder I’d used to record that afternoon’s show, and switched it on. I knew that if I didn’t somehow preserve this occasion, I’d have to kill myself.

Meanwhile, we tried to make conversation with our idols – now our sort-of friends – as they smoked, chugged Budweiser and talked in burbling Edinburgh dialect. But what do you say to someone you loved so much that you’d once stolen their cigarette from an ashtray and glued it into a scrapbook?

Still, we tried a little small-talk. ‘So, did you enjoy the gig today?’ I asked Leslie, who, excitingly, was wearing not his tartan Roller uniform but plain jeans and a Starsky & Hutch-style wraparound cardigan.

He slowly turned his head and looked at me directly for the first time in the half hour they’d been there. My vitals quivered.

‘It was all right.’ His thin lips barely moved as he spoke. With an air of great finality, he faced the television again.

We weren’t doing very well here. It was clear that they didn’t want to chat, and were only tolerating our company because we’d supplied the beer and pot. My friends and I exchanged glances of consternation, and Sue, who was a buxom girl, folded her arms underneath her bust to make it more prominent, as if the sight would bring the Rollers out of their shell. But beyond a slight widening of eyes, it produced no reaction.

The good hostess trying to save a dying party, I offered more brews and cigarettes, and Barbarino rolled another joint with an expertise that belied his middle-class Jewish origins. Leslie sucked at it for a while, finally commenting, ‘It’s a bit dry.’ It wasn’t much, but we hung on to his words hungrily. More precious fodder for my tape recorder, busily whirring inside my bag.

Sue and Kim were, I knew, barely restraining themselves from begging Leslie and Woody to phone up their favorite Roller, guitarist Eric Faulkner, and invite him to our little soirée. It was lucky they did restrain themselves, because with the way things were going, any fannish behaviour would have sent them right back to their own rooms, never to be seen at such close quarters again. And we didn’t want that. God, no.

We’d achieved our incredible feat through the simple device of befriending the security guard, Big Bobby. It was Kim who did the befriending, and before you get any ideas, their relationship was platonic, though I suspect Bobby would have preferred otherwise. They’d struck up a conversation a week ago at another gig, Bobby taking a shine to Kim because she was older and sexier than the average BCR fan. At twenty-one, she was actually the oldest person in the room after Bobby, and had the kind of golden-skinned prettiness that men are such suckers for. Fortunately, she was also endowed with a honking Queens accent that kept her charms from being too overwhelming.

Anyway, at today’s show, in Youngstown, Ohio, it was the work of a moment to find Bobby and learn that they would be spending the night in Detroit, 125 miles north-west on the other side of Lake Erie.

After the gig, the four of us raced across the state, from Youngstown to Cleveland, to catch the last flight of the day to Detroit. Once we’d arrived at the Rollers’ hotel and checked into two adjoining rooms on the fourth floor (Kim drew the short straw and had to share with Barbarino, a snorer and groper), we’d hooked up with Bobby, who had produced Leslie and Woody.

So there we were, the Rollers and us. And my, what a disappointment they were turning out to be. We eventually gave up trying to get through to them and simply watched them sink more Bud and finish Barbarino’s marijuana. They slunk back to their own rooms after an hour or so, and the second they left, I nearly ripped my bag apart retrieving the tape recorder. Kim, Sue and Barbarino gathered round, barely breathing. I pressed play. ‘Doosagreetmufflewump,’ said Woody. ‘Haggafnarswufflemump,’ Leslie replied, greatly amused. It was the accents. We couldn’t make out a word. Typical.
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I turned a corner the day I threw out my Roller scrapbooks. There was a time when I would have happily walked naked down Broadway before I’d have abandoned those scrapbooks, no problem. But now it was October 1996, and their mysterious power over me had waned to the point where I no longer needed their leatherette links to the past. But before I dispatched them to the incinerator in my mother’s Manhattan apartment building, I flapped through them for a last look at the detritus – newspaper cuttings, half-smoked cigarettes and whatnot – I’d accumulated between discovering them in 1975 and deciding I was too old for this sort of thing, around 1979.

I’m usually vague about the latter date because no one with even an iota of credibility admits to having been into the Rollers as late as ’79. Elvis Costello, sure, or The Police or even the Bee Gees, but owning up to fancying the Rollers that late in the day is tantamount to announcing you were a friendless sociopath.

Even in their heyday, 1974 to 1976, they were hideously uncool among everyone but fourteen-year-old girls. It wasn’t just their feeble teeny-pop music but their puritanical image, epitomised by their habit of drinking milk at press conferences. It later emerged that their manager forced them to, but the damage was done.

No, poor scrawny Leslie, Eric, Woody, Alan and Derek were never cool. Even the seventies revival that has made bands like Abba and Hot Chocolate kitschly hip again has overlooked them. To add insult to injury, my own best Roller buddies, Sue P, Sue J, Emma and Cathy, have gone revisionist, and now pretend they never liked them. When I called Emma to tell her I was writing a book about them, her response was swift: ‘You’d better change my name.’

But some of us don’t mind coming out of the closet about the Rollers. Not that I was ever really in it. I loved them desperately. For four years I lived for them. It’s not a pretty story.
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1974-ish

To be a teenager in America in the mid-seventies meant many things, bad hair and worse musical taste among them. To be a teenager in New Jersey, which was just across the Hudson River from Manhattan yet blissfully oblivious to trends emanating from the big city, meant that every single day was a bad hair day, every night an excuse to listen to Eagles albums. And to be that teenager in Millburn, New Jersey, a small town twenty miles west of New York, meant something even worse.

Not that Millburn wasn’t a good place to live. It was small in the best sense of the word, its old-fashioned center based around a railroad station, movie theater and Schnipper’s Stationery, where generations of schoolkids bought ring-binder notebooks and pens. Heading down Millburn Avenue, away from the shops, you came to the town hall, where a plaque commemorated Millburn’s finest hour – when, late in the Revolutionary War, Washington’s troops stopped a British advance and kicked Redcoat butt all the way back to New York. ‘The British never again penetrated so far into New Jersey’, it concluded triumphantly.

Another half mile or so down the tree-lined street was Millburn High School, a tan brick fifties pile set in a couple of acres of playing fields. A parking lot was provided for kids who drove themselves to school, and a surprising number did, as a new car was the standard reward for having passed the driving test. There was money around – people’s fathers were lawyers or doctors, or commuted to Manhattan to jobs on Wall Street – but it was offset by a communal atmosphere where people knew and actually liked their neighbors.

My mother and I lived across the street from the high school, in a two-bedroom apartment in a small development overlooking a pine-dotted lawn. My room, where I spent most of my time in fits of teenage pique, was dominated by a pink shag-pile carpet and what I proudly called my ‘stereo’, a record player so antiquated it had one of those devices that let you stack records on the spindle so you could play three or four in a row without getting up to change them. It also featured an eight-track cartridge player that had been broken in shipment, so I’d never been able to use it. Just as well that eight-tracks were then being phased out by cassettes, which I listened to on a separate machine measuring about twelve inches by eight.

A rebellious moment had seen me unscrewing the legs from my bed so it sat on the floor. The look was complemented by my posters, which took up the entire wall above the bed. Pride of place was given to a large Bad Company one, featuring the English rockers’ hairy heads against a green background, and the legend, ‘Does your mama know you’ve been keepin’ Bad Company?’ My other heroes were also represented: a picture of Mick Jagger clasping his hands like an angel, a sticker reading ‘The Kinks: Ray Davies does it to me!’, a ribbon from a ZZ Top souvenir cowboy hat, acquired at the Texas band’s 1974 Madison Square Garden gig, and a small snapshot of The Who’s Roger Daltrey onstage. That last was my own work – I’d had the idea of sticking a magazine photo of Daltrey on the wall, then taking a picture of it, so it would look as if I’d been near the stage and taken the photo myself. I hadn’t counted on the glare from the glossy magazine page, so my shot was marred by a white streak that blotted out most of Daltrey’s face.

But as pleasant as Millburn life was, it didn’t bestow much in the way of credibility, not back then. Credibility was all about what music you liked, and our town wasn’t like urban Newark or Jersey City, where kids listened to trendy disco music. Millburn’s affluence took its toll in a surprising way. Kids could afford to buy as much dope as they could smoke, and with dope came the desire to listen not to hip disco but to Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd and, pain me though it does to recall, Emerson, Lake & Palmer.

But it didn’t stop at just listening. Once you were sunk into a beanbag chair in someone’s wood-paneled basement rec room, Robert Plant’s polecat howl piercing the marijuana fug, it was inevitable that someone would start analysing the music. We had hours of fun with stairways to heaven and bustles in hedgerows. What did it all mean?

Then someone else would start in on an album sleeve, often Led Zep’s Houses of the Holy, which was considered pregnant with symbolism: ‘What are these kids doing on the rocks? Are they trying to get to the top or the bottom? Does it represent futility or hope?’ Then they’d pass the joint to the next person, and realise that the dope had given them an insatiable appetite, which they’d deal with by stuffing down a bag of Lay’s potato chips, sputtering crumbs all over the album cover. It could go on like that for hours.

I wish I could say it all had nothing to do with me, but I was as guilty as anyone. I owned the entire Led Zeppelin catalogue, a bunch of Deep Purple albums, even a live album by Grand Funk Railroad, a prototype metal act so unloved that their name has practically been expunged from rock history.

That was Millburn all over. That was American suburbia all over. If you were white and middle-class, you got wasted every weekend and listened to bad music. It was the law. Especially the bad music. There was an eighties movie called Dazed and Confused (named after a Led Zep song, as every seventies child knows) that had a line that summed it all up: ‘In the seventies, every kid in America owned a copy of Frampton Comes Alive! – you were practically issued with one.’ How right they were.

Frampton Comes Alive! – and, yep, I had it – was the archetypal suburban seventies album. It was the biggest seller of ’76, a two-disc orgy of endless guitar solos and complementary mewling by baby-faced English singer Peter Frampton. It was tuneless and went on for about three days, which made it perfect for its bleary-eyed time. Even Millburn’s plushest rec rooms, up on White Oak Ridge Road, where kids could afford six-packs of Bud to wash down all the dope, reverberated to Frampton’s tinny ululations. We’d nod our heads a beat out of time, awed by his sheer class.

And in the unlikely event that you weren’t a Frampton or Zep fan? There was plenty of other heavyweight stuff to get your teeth into. Yes provided much food for thought with their keyboard-based progressive rock and famous swirling artwork. The sleeve from Tales from Topographic Oceans kept us going for weeks. Then there was earthier Deep Purple, whose Ian Gillan made me growl appreciatively. And if you preferred American rock, which I didn’t, West Coasters like The Eagles provided ‘mellow sounds’ (their words) to smoke your weed to.

Just think – while we were getting high to Yes and the Zep (actually, it was my friends who got high – it never did anything for me, and I stopped after a few experiments) the disadvantaged kids in Newark, a scary big city ten miles away that we never went to, were listening to Marvin Gaye and The O’Jays. How we pitied their inability to appreciate real music.

As you can see, there was nothing in my musical background to suggest that the Bay City Rollers would come to dominate my life. Like every other adolescent I knew, I listened to the naffest music of a naff era. But it was normal-naff, not tragic-naff. Normal-naff was the bands I’ve just mentioned; tragic-naff was the Osmonds, David Cassidy and the other hairless chests that passed for teen idols in the early seventies.

Okay, I’d had a brief flirtation with Cassidy, buying a couple of Partridge Family singles, but his floppy cuteness left me unfulfilled. Then I experimented with a crush on Bobby Sherman, the shaggy-haired, porcine star of a TV show called ‘Here Come the Brides’. He branched out into making records – making him the forerunner of all the misguided actors who do it today – and I quite enjoyed his commanding style on the hit ‘Little Woman’. ‘Hey, little woman, please make up your mind,’ he ordered. ‘You gotta come into my world and leave your world behind.’ I liked a take-charge guy, but was disgusted when, sometime in 1971, he called a press conference to admit that he had been secretly married for two years and was about to become a father.

But I was motivated most of all by Pete Duel, the darkly handsome ‘Alias Smith and Jones’ actor who shot himself in the head on New Year’s Eve 1971. The date sticks with me because I’d written him a fan letter the day before. It was perhaps the dozenth time I’d written to him, but I’d never had a reply. He probably never saw any of the letters, which I sent to the TV station in Los Angeles, but I simply assumed he was deliberately ignoring me. I’d gotten increasingly miffed at his rudeness, so when I heard about his death on the news that night, I wasn’t as devastated as I’d have been a few months before. If anything, it made me decide I’d had my fill of teen idols.

Hence, I got my teenybopper phase out of my system early. By fourteen I was immersed in ‘real’ music – not just Led Zeppelin but The Kinks, Rod Stewart, Fleetwood Mac, even, daringly, David Bowie. I went to my first gig the summer I was fourteen, an outdoor show in Central Park starring the grizzled old English blues veterans Savoy Brown. Protracted negotiations with my mother resulted in her letting me go alone, though she insisted on waiting for me outside afterward, something on which no amount of pleading would sway her.

The gig was a turning point. Although Savoy Brown turned out to be fabulously dull, with a partiality for beards and tuneless jamming, I was intoxicated by the atmosphere. Big guitars, big amplifiers, big men; it spoke
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