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Northern Sky

Nick Drake
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It is 12 September 2006. Tony Blair has announced that within twelve months, he will no longer be the Prime Minister. Arctic Monkeys have just released their first album, Whatever People Say I Am, That’s What I’m Not. It is also the year of Bob Dylan’s Modern Times, Lily Allen’s Alright, Still and Amy Winehouse’s Back to Black.

Ginny has gone into labour. We are about to become parents – in Hereford. The first of these facts is exciting and terrifying beyond words. The second perplexes me: it feels like a random accident.

We are in a white-tiled delivery room in the County Hospital, at five o’clock in the afternoon: Ginny experiencing great surges of pain, and me standing by with a gas-and-air machine that never gets used, trying to do something useful but failing to find it.

My eyes occasionally settle on a cheap boom box in the corner and the five or six CDs we brought with us, but now is hardly the time for any of that. The only appropriate responses to what she is in the middle of are the quiet words of encouragement uttered by the midwife – ‘It’s OK Ginny, nearly there . . . it’s all right . . . we’re close now’ – and the way one of my hands locks tightly into hers. Besides, as each wave of agony breaks, Ginny yells out deafening volleys of profanity, so loud that they would drown out any soundtrack.

Sooner or later, though, there will be music. There has to be: it is what got us here.

We first met twelve years ago, in the huge ballroom beneath The Savoy hotel on the Strand, on a cold November morning when a crowd of media people had gathered to hear about the release of a new – and old – Beatles song called Free As a Bird, which heralded a trilogy of albums and a biographical TV series titled Anthology. I was twenty-five, and worked for Q magazine; she was twenty-six, and had a job in the press office of Parlophone records. As I made my way out, I clocked the woman in a red skirt and black roll-neck sweater who handed me a free CD, and a little enamel Beatles badge: the encounter lasted all of ten seconds, but for the next few months, I kept thinking back, and wondering who she was and how we might meet again.

Back then, the social scene that swirled around the London music industry was really a village, populated by a few hundred people tied together by mutual friends and acquaintances, caught up in a weekly surfeit of gigs and parties. One part of this extremely small world centred on those of us who worked for weekly and monthly music publications – printed on paper, and sold in shops – full of interviews, stories, gossip and the sense of a constant search for whatever was next. Another was made up of the press officers who hassled and cajoled us into writing about the bands and solo artists – ‘acts’, as they were quaintly known – that they endlessly promoted. And at the heart of all this, despite everyone’s belief that they were somehow at the cultural cutting-edge, was an almost Victorian division of gender roles.

We were mostly men; they tended to be women. The result, almost by design, was a dating service for people who were often either too consumed by their jobs or anxious about romantic rituals – or, in many cases, both – to find such things easy.

It was the 1990s. Ginny and I eventually got together in the blur of booze and illicit refreshment that followed yet another awards ceremony. I was from suburban Cheshire and had spent most of my life in education; she was brought up in rural Sussex and, having started her first job when she was eighteen, had begun working for a record company three years later. My roots lay in my parents’ jump from working-class backgrounds into public-sector professions: my mum was a teacher, my dad lectured – in nuclear engineering – at Manchester University. Ginny’s mum was a district nurse who had spent a lot of her family’s formative years as a lone parent, at a time and in a place where such things were still rare.

Ginny, I soon discovered, was one of three siblings and from a background coloured by music. Her dad had been a professional saxophone and clarinet player, in dance bands that toured the country. He had split up with her mum when Ginny was not even two, and she had never seen him again. Her oldest brother, Mark, was a bass-player, whose career history contained two particularly notable jobs. After a short spell with a Scottish singer called Owen Paul (who had a Top 5 hit in 1986 with a song titled My Favourite Waste Of Time), he had joined the hard-rock band Thunder – residents of the milieu built around Kerrang! magazine and the annual Monsters of Rock festival.

She seemed to know a lot about that subculture, but I think that made me even more interested. Besides, we had a lot in common: my Beatles fixation, her love of Neil Young, the shared opinion that Blur were much better than Oasis. And we both seemed to be looking for something more solid and human than records, parties and constant hangovers: not a way out of it all quite yet, but a chance, at least, of the occasional night in, and something else to talk about.

When we met, I was the happy resident of a world in which no one thought to learn to drive, buy a home, or fix their sights beyond the following week. She, it turned out, was willing and able to do all those things, and eventually get us from A to B to C, away from a world of noise and excess, and out of impossible London with its stupid house prices and constant overload.

We are now living forty minutes’ drive from Hereford, in Hay-on-Wye. We moved there from London four years ago, with romantic notions of starting a new life in the Welsh mountains. We had visions, I suppose, of what the rock musicians of the 1960s and ’70s called ‘getting it together in the country’: calm and quiet, the time and space to think, and somewhere suited to starting a family. We bought an old, tall, narrow house in the middle of town, with a ground-floor, street-facing room that was once a shop: up until now, having started a one-woman business called Country Pie – the title was taken from a Bob Dylan song – Ginny has used it to sell cookbooks and kitchenware, a trade that bustles during the summer, and then drastically quietens with the approach of autumn.

A September birth, then, is a nice feat of timing. At around eleven o’clock this morning, full of a surging mixture of anxiety and excitement, we arrived at the hospital and told them Ginny’s contractions had started, but the people who dealt with us wanted neither to admit her or send us home. We ended up doing circuits of the bus station opposite, until they finally let us in.

Thanks to the obligatory scans, we already know that it’s going to be a boy. Taking the name of my maternal grandfather, who died suddenly of a heart attack when I was ten, he is going to be called James. Six hours later, he finally makes it into the world – silently. I was expecting him to cry loudly, like in the films, but he makes no sound at all.

I stare at him, dumbfounded; he seems to stare back in exactly the same way.

‘He looks like your dad,’ Ginny says, which is true, and strange. We both cry. And then, at last, I switch the music on.

 

I don’t know whether it is down to arrested development, a dislike of quiet or the sheer wonder of sound, but I do this a lot. When I was thirteen, a kid at school wrote an elegantly mocking poem about our class, which contained the line ‘Harris brings in another tape’. Today, the CDs I have brought with us were mostly chosen at random as we sprinted out of the house. But two were set aside a week or so before: careful choices, meant to somehow add significance to an occasion that was going to be significant enough already.

I have been a bit of a corny fool. I recently read that when Gwyneth Paltrow was giving birth to her first child with the Coldplay singer Chris Martin, they played music by the Icelandic band Sigur Rós – whose most ubiquitous creation is a piece called Hoppípolla, which has just been used in trailers for a new BBC series titled Planet Earth. The lyrics are in their native language: I have no idea what they mean, but the music has a sense of camped-up profundity: some vague suggestion of success against the odds, and the euphoria that follows an escape from doubt. As it took shape, the band called it The Money Song, convinced that they were making something that would be a huge earner. It’s the sort of piece that makes you feel as if you are in an expensive advert, for a bank or mobile phone company; the kind that features a rainforest, followed by a satellite, a crowd moving through an airport and rain splashing in a puddle.

As it plays, James snuggles up to his mum: a crinkled pink bundle of gurgles and yawns, with strawberry-red blotches on his neck, and thin streaks of blond-brown hair. Ginny, understandably, barely notices the music. It goes on for about two minutes, before I can’t stand it any more and feel compelled to try something else. So, despite the sense that whatever I pick will feel completely absurd, I put on Nick Drake’s Bryter Layter – his second album, full of strings and horns – and push the CD player on to track 13: Northern Sky, which she loves.

Suddenly, everything fuses together. This does not seem absurd at all. The words may be about romantic love, but they suggest some great epiphanic moment when everything changes: ‘I never felt magic crazy as this / I never saw moons, knew the meaning of the sea’.

Great songs go on innumerable journeys, and this one has probably racked up millions of them. Not that this is anywhere near my mind today, but it was written around the time its author left Cambridge University in the autumn of 1969, and recorded the following summer. It has celeste, piano and organ parts played by John Cale, formerly of The Velvet Underground. Years after its quiet, solitudinous author ended his own life amid commercial failure and an awful withdrawal from the world, a lot of the people who have heard it – including me – have put its apparent air of happiness in the context of Drake’s short and tragic life, as if it were only the briefest burst of light among the darkest clouds.

In the early 1990s, I first heard it played by a folky, out-of-time group called Faith Over Reason, who were Nick Drake fans a few years before latecomers like me. I finally heard the original when a clued-up friend put his three albums on two cassettes, and suggested I get immersed in them. For the best part of six months, I probably played his music every day.

And now here it is again – suddenly free of the sad story I usually project on to it, and full of all the uncomplicated joy Northern Sky’s lyrics capture: a sudden euphoria that leaves you silent, and still.

We both start crying again. Bryter Layter plays on, through its closing track, before everything falls into a tentative calm.

 

Once you have discovered the magic music can work, you may well end up endlessly chasing it, as a matter of obsession.

After that breakthrough experience with Sgt Pepper, music really started pouring into me. Looking back, there was an amazing period between my sixth and eighth birthdays: a run of hit singles fell around that time, and they all evoked a fantastically mysterious and alluring world way beyond the small one I lived in, embedding themselves in my consciousness for good.

I wasn’t buying records then, or taping the ones I couldn’t afford off the Sunday-evening Top 40 show: music was still something I saw on Top of the Pops, listened to on a tiny Sony transistor radio I was given when I turned seven, or heard on car journeys with my mum, dad and younger brother. For two or three minutes, a song would hit me with an unbelievable power, and then just as quickly disappear; I would spend the ensuing weeks desperately wanting to hear it again. In that sense, music was absurdly scarce. But these fleeting experiences never faded: I hear those records now, forty-odd years later, and they still fill me with some of the same awe and fascination.

One balmy afternoon, my dad left me in the car when he went to a dry-cleaning place, and the radio played Sir Duke by Stevie Wonder. Judging by its release date – 22 March 1977 – I must have been seven. I climbed from the back into the passenger seat, found a station – Radio Piccadilly, which tinnily broadcast on the Medium Wave – and there it all was: the swaggering, almost cheeky horns at the start, his ecstatic vocals, and the jaw-dropping breakdowns when most of the arrangement fell away, leaving the brass section to sound like it was somehow striding into the sky. Everything combined with the sunshine to fill me with a fizzing sense of magic.

At around the same time, I heard Knowing Me, Knowing You by ABBA, whose words and music conveyed something much more complicated: some inarticulable idea of adulthood as mysterious and unsettling. I did not understand quite what its lyrics meant, but I knew they had something to do with a relationship breaking up, and the machinations of a world beyond childhood that  I only experienced in glimpses: the cigarette smoke that drifted around the house when some of my parents’ friends came to visit, the mysterious goings-on in the school staff room, the indecipherable stories of Coronation Street, Emmerdale Farm and Crown Court that I would randomly find on the TV. My life was settled and cosy. I had parents who seemed so closely and happily connected that I could barely conceive of them as separate people. But here was something very different – a deep melancholia that was out there somewhere, waiting for me to find it.

A year later came Baker Street by Gerry Rafferty: a song whose brilliance has long been smothered by its sheer familiarity, to the point that it can easily sound like a huge and ornate chain of clichés. It is actually a masterclass in the arts of arrangement and production, and how to capture the huge drama of small and very human things: one of those records that conjures up a tangle of stories that sit just behind its sparse, carefully chosen words.

I know all that now. Back then, it evoked aspects of grown-up life that, once again, were far too troubling and complicated for me to really comprehend: a principal character driven to drink the night away, another who might eventually ‘give up the booze and the one-night stands’. I have a memory of listening to it on the radio – or trying to – on the drive back from a family trip to Scotland in a torrential storm, which made the music crackle in and out of range. The rain lashed the car. My mum – who always did the driving – had to cope not only with steering us away from danger, but my shrieked demands from the back seat: ‘Turn it up! Turn it up!’ The signal held for a minute or so, before it was swamped in static: gone again, possibly never to come back.

When I was nine, I bought my first single: Strange Town by The Jam, which seemed to portray yet more aspects of adulthood that seemed both alluring and discomfiting: aggression, some unavoidable sense of delinquency, vague images of young men who were used to violence (‘Break it up! Break it up!’, went its closing section, repeating the words twelve times, as if the fight couldn’t be stopped). It packed a lot into three minutes and forty-five seconds: here, it seemed, was somewhere a long way from where I was, full of fear and confusion, but also a place of boundless excitement. I lived where people polished their cars and summer afternoons were filled with the hum of lawnmowers; this, by contrast, was the sound of the city.

Songs that have as powerful an impact as this never leave you: in most cases, you check back, and find that what you heard in them was no illusion. Even now, these pieces of music hit me in the same way that they first did because they seem true to some of the most fundamental human experiences. Some of the best pop songs have lyrics full of such insights and revelations. But what I heard in most of them also went beyond words, into the profundities evoked by sound, notes, tempos and tones.

What do we hear when those elements combine? Put the right two chords together, and they can capture tension, followed by resolution. Quicken the pace, and you might evoke frantic desperation; if you slow it down, there’ll be a sense of a long, yearning wait. Move from a major to a minor, and you flip from happiness to sadness: the kind of four-part progression that runs through a lot of popular music – for example, C–Am–F–G – conveys the cyclical nature of life, from joy to melancholia and back again.

There is a musical archetype known as the ‘Devil’s Interval’: the combination of, say, C and F sharp, which sounds powerfully but completely inexplicably like the distillation of something very bad indeed. Heavy metal bands use it a lot. There are also deep, complicated emotional states that words never satisfactorily capture, but music can perfectly communicate – like that sighing, bittersweet quality people tend to clunkily call happy-sad, right at the heart of such wildly diverse songs as The Long And Winding Road by The Beatles, The Cure’s Just Like Heaven, and The Four Tops’ Reach Out (I’ll Be There).

Why do the music and melody of Dolly Parton’s Jolene so perfectly capture its lyrics’ sense of torment, even in the notes she uses to repeat the name of the woman she’s pleading with? Why is the clipped, chattering combination of bass, drums and guitar in Thank you (Falettinme Be Mice Elf Agin) by Sly and the Family Stone so suggestive of dancing feet, or Dave Brubeck’s Take Five such a vivid representation of some dreamy, sun-soaked summer’s afternoon? How come, using only two chords and the single note that follows them, the opening of Underworld’s Born Slippy (Nuxx) evokes regret, sadness, love and loss? These creations, it seems to me, go straight to the parts of our brains that create deep feeling, with no need for words.

When I was first discovering music, no one led me through what I was listening to and the magic it worked. My parents quite liked The Beatles, and gently encouraged my obsession with them: when we borrowed their albums from the library, my dad would record them on to C90s with meticulously copied track-listings. But the contemporary interests I was starting to investigate mostly left them cold. This was exactly the way I wanted it. The gap between us meant I was left on my own with all those songs, and what they represented: a dependably mysterious part of the adult world that had nothing to do with either school, or home.

And then, eventually, I found a few reliable allies and guides: the three weekly music papers – the NME, Sounds and Melody Maker – that I would borrow, buy or furtively skim through in the newsagent’s shop. They not only told me which records I should get and who was cool and who wasn’t, but embodied some dim and distant dream of what I might do – or who I could be – when I finally grew up.

 

When I was nineteen I went to the Haçienda in Manchester and saw Happy Mondays play a benefit concert for the survivors of the Hillsborough disaster. They were an absurdly brilliant group at that point, who made a sound that was impossible to trace back to any of the standard rock-band influences, seemed to constantly balance themselves between order and chaos, and came with the roughnecked allure of the Mancunian duckers-and-divers that I always glimpsed from a distance. I was a passionate fan, and I had diligently acquired the required look – grown-out hair parted into the style known colloquially as a ‘bumhead’, and comically baggy jeans that would inflate with air when the wind blew. I looked as if I was triangular.

On a whim, I wrote a six-paragraph review, based on the fact that the arts cinema ten minutes’ walk away was showing This Is Spinal Tap, which satirises rock music’s inherent absurdity, and how Happy Mondays had that quality in spades. It was written on a typewriter, and I sent it off to the Live Reviews editor of Sounds. Then, imagine this: they took me on as a freelancer, and I suddenly got lots of my music for free, as well as a look behind the curtain that lasted twenty years.

Things moved quickly. Sounds closed in 1991. I then endured a frustrating year failing to make any headway at the Melody Maker, and concentrating on my studies at university. But a couple of months after I graduated, I started writing for the NME. Wearing slightly less outlandish clothes, I was soon working there full time and living a life so completely consumed by music that I happily threw any other interests overboard.

I lived in a flat with the editor I worked with on the Live Reviews desk: a poky two-bedroom place, five minutes’ walk from Old Street roundabout, where my rent was £55 a week, and the odorous sofa in the lounge would often be a temporary bed for some or other out-of-own freelancer. The lifestyle we were all leading was epitomised one bleary weekday morning, when I came downstairs to find another house-guest, sleeping off an evening he had spent at one of the music venues scattered across London. By his head was half a kebab, in which he had stubbed out the last of the previous night’s fags; in the alcove next to his feet lay a huge pile of back issues and the latest mountain of demo tapes.

It was a repetitious existence, but I liked it. At night, I went to gigs: so many that I got tinnitus, for life. During office hours, we would try and subdue the daily hangovers while taking phone calls from a constant stream of press officers – like Ginny – along with managers and aspiring musicians, all wondering if we had heard whatever music they were contacting us about or fancied coming to that week’s show. We were completely, hopelessly obsessed; so, very often, were they.

This was the time when Suede, Blur, Oasis and Pulp began the cultural moment that would eventually be known as Britpop. But the bands who didn’t make it are still etched into my memory, like names on a village war memorial: Mint 400, Bivouac, Rollerskate Skinny, Molly Half Head, Bunty Chunks, 70 Gwen Party, Action Painting!, Done Lying Down, Medalark 11, Jacob’s Mouse. In retrospect, each time the office phone rang, the list got a bit longer. One of our most regular callers was Doug, a polite and self-effacing man who was in a group called Ruptured Dog.

As well as immersing myself in new and unsigned bands, I was also given the chance to write about much more successful people. In Ireland, I got drunk with a bleary Paul Weller on Cointreau and Lucozade. One spring evening in Glasgow, I switched on my tape recorder and watched Noel and Liam Gallagher sink into an hour-long shouting-match about the true meaning of rock ’n’ roll and which of them should throw the other out of the nearest window. Six months later, Flavor Flav from Public Enemy met me five long days after we were meant to rendezvous in New York, and the photographer I was with stared at the huge timepiece that dangled close to his chest, and greeted his apology for being late in withering Mancunian: ‘Well, you’re the cunt with the clock round his neck.’

 

The year I first met Ginny, I decided to enter the seemingly sophisticated and raffish world of monthly magazines. Rather unnecessarily, I thought that the clock was ticking on my time as a music writer; I was also starting to feel the compulsion to not go to quite as many gigs or think about all those bands. I worked first for Q, and then as the editor of Select, where I managed another team of brilliant, music-obsessed people, tried to survive Britpop’s hedonistic whirl, and coped as best I could with the cold demands of sales figures and budgets. And I carried on meeting musicians – which often led to incredible experiences, but was starting to feel like it was getting in the way of why I had started writing about music in the first place.

In November 1995, I was despatched to the seaside town of Bridlington to interview The Stone Roses, who had finally managed to return to playing live after five years away. Like a lot of people my age, I had been a devout fan, dutifully turning up to their famous outdoor show at Spike Island in Cheshire, and marvelling at the sense of drop-dead cool exuded by their singer, Ian Brown. But then I committed a cardinal sin: reviewing their much-delayed album Second Coming in the NME, and giving it six out of ten.

Brown would soon all but disown that record, but when I met him that day, he took his revenge by being truculent and hostile. I was nervous and starstruck. He looked like a completely different person from the one who had imperiously done his thing on Top of the Pops: his face was pale and stubbly, and he seemed to speak in indecipherable mumbles. Sitting for an interview in a shabby-looking canteen area with three of his bandmates (the group’s guitarist, John Squire, would soon leave the Roses, and was elsewhere), he began proceedings by reaching for a toy harmonica embedded in a plastic banana.

Whenever I asked him a question, he fixed me with a look of complete disdain and then had another blow into it.

‘How do you feel about Second Coming now?’

Honk.

‘Do you regret how long it took to make?’

Honk.

‘Did you have a sense that people were waiting?’

Honk. A scowl. ‘Do you think people were just sitting there? Not eating? Holding their breath?’

A small crowd of the group’s aides and roadies had gathered; I got the hot, prickly feeling that I was that afternoon’s sport. I should have walked out, but I thought I needed a few more quotes. Even after that blooding, I carried on listening to Brown and his band, but their music never really sounded the same again.

By the time parenthood loomed, the lean period after Britpop had been ended by The Strokes and The White Stripes. I interviewed them both, at the point when success seemed to have left them empty and exhausted. My abiding memory of Jack White, who I was sent to observe and talk to in Japan, is of a pale, anxious man who eventually had to be coaxed out of his hotel room by a tour manager holding a towering ice cream – like one of the snacks from Scooby Doo – before being driven to a Tokyo radio station where he fretted that the lights were too bright and passed up his McDonald’s because it wasn’t hot enough.

In New York, Julian Casablancas, The Strokes’ singer and songwriter, was in scarcely better shape – worn out after finishing their second album, further fatigued by his decision to drink beer all day, and so either bored or tortured by my questions that I began to wonder whether I should just stop the interview and leave him alone. He probably didn’t deserve all the attention, in every sense. I had started to feel old; the idea that interrogating musicians held some kind of key to unlocking their talent started to feel like a mug’s game.

I started writing articles for the Guardian about politics, and newsworthy aspects of everyday life: why the army was having troubles with recruitment, what it was like spending four days travelling around England on National Express coaches, the unfortunate people who stood on Oxford Street holding up ‘Golf Sale’ placards. By 2006, I no longer met many musicians, nor got my compact discs for free. CDs, in fact, were on their way out, along with a lot of music magazines, and a large chunk of a music business that had overreached, overspent and then looked the other way when the internet arrived. One of the reasons we had moved to Wales was that Ginny had been made redundant from Warner Brothers records.

Weirdly, as the music industry receded from my life, music – for its own sake, without nearly as much of its old baggage – came even more into the foreground. I made a point of learning about country music, and blues. I tried and failed to teach myself the banjo, and went to the Cambridge Folk Festival. In the two or three years before I became a parent, I probably listened to more music than I ever had.

When James arrives, this is where I am. And knowing about music and the magic it can work, I feel a duty to try and pass it all on. Without forming much of a conscious plan, this is why I start playing songs to him from the moment he is born.

 

If I’m given the job of rocking James back to sleep, I usually put on reggae: Junior Murvin’s Police and Thieves and Dawn Penn’s You Don’t Love Me (No, No, No) tend to do the trick. If either Ginny or I sing along to whatever we put on the CD player or find by chance on the TV or radio, it brings him a gurgling kind of delight. There is also no more dependable way of bringing James excitement and happiness than by dancing around the room to musical accompaniment of any kind, be it Mr Tumble or The Smiths.

In all this, he is – obviously – no different from any other child. But not long after his first birthday, I get a sharp sense that music might speak to him in a particularly vivid, mood-altering way. I only play James the title track of Clear Spot by Captain Beefheart and the Magic Band once. Its mixture of discordant guitar, growling vocals and knock-kneed drumming, I suspect, might strike him as curious and funny, like a big, monster-centred production number from Sesame Street or The Muppet Show. But it has pretty much the reverse effect: within a few seconds, his face is suddenly filled with an expression of absolute panic, he screams in protest, and I instantly know I have to turn it off and never put it on again.

Wherever we go with him, people comment on his huge eyes. He tends to look around him with the same sense of surprise with which he greeted his arrival in the world and the first sight of his parents. When he is just over eighteen months old, he starts to walk, and he begins to talk a few months afterwards – both a little later than our parenting books suggest. Mostly, he voices small, ritualistic requests and observations to do with our house, and what he finds in it.

There are very quirky aspects of the way he interacts with the world. When he is happy or excited, he flaps his arms – sometimes so animatedly that the effort required completely consumes him. Everyone notices this. Our friends think it’s cute; so, therefore, do we.

When we take him to the café we go to every day, he always insists on marching behind the counter, up to the space next to the coffee machine and the stacked crockery, where he reaches in vain for a cold tap. One of the staff then obligingly turns it on: he watches the water come out for two or three seconds, before turning on his heels, and marching back. Without fail, this happens every time we go.

On Sundays, I usually take him to an expanse of pebbles and rocks on a river-bend about fifteen minutes’ walk from where we live. He walks some of the way; when he gets tired, I carry him on my shoulders. Once there, he spends however long he is given happily plonking stones into the water. Doing so never seems to become boring or reach any kind of conclusion. And whether we stay there for thirty minutes or two hours, the suggestion that it is time to leave is always met with a deafening burst of rage and upset, so loud and traumatic that it sometimes takes both of us the rest of the day to recover.

Some of his more benign rituals are all about music, or the stuff around it. One happens at the start of every day. ‘Fi pee bus,’ he says. He then waddles over to the bookcase, where there are around seventy books about The Beatles. He tries to pick up one big book that breaks down their career into a daily chronicle, and then gets very excited when I intervene, stopping at a page that contains a picture of the coach that had been driven around the West Country during the making of Magical Mystery Tour, an image he then stares at for two or three minutes. This carries on for weeks, and I realise that he is asking to ‘find a picture of the bus’.

When I put a song on, he now tends to listen to it intently, and then issues a verdict he has obviously picked up from me: ‘That’s pretty amazing.’ And the acoustic guitar propped up in the sitting room fascinates him. He cannot walk past it without hesitantly plucking at its strings, and trying to lift it away from the wall, to have a closer look. If I want his attention, the best thing to do is to pick it up, and play a cyclical chord sequence, ideally accompanied by singing. The most effective is the intro from Isis by Bob Dylan – A–G–D–A – accompanied by loud aah-aah-aah-ing. At the point when it reaches its end and begins again, he always lets out a huge peal of laughter.

When James is about to turn two, we buy him a tiny toy piano. Knowing that as long as he plays the white keys it will sound in tune with anything in the key of C, I show him how to play random notes in 4/4 time. As I play the guitar, for five or six minutes at a time, he hammers the keys in perfect time. Every eight or so bars, he looks up with an expression of complete delight.

One day, I put on The Beatles’ Paperback Writer. He fixes me with an intense and very happy look and does his best to precisely repeat all the words, which he has obviously learned phonetically, soaking them up whenever he hears them. He does the entire song, pretty much faultlessly: ‘Dee Sir Madah, will you ree mah book . . .’

He starts at a nursery just across the English border, where they marvel at something very similar: his ability to listen to a book being read and memorise what he is hearing and seeing. After repeated plays of audio books of kids’ stories, he recites not just the words, but the incidental music in between them: ‘Oh help! . . . ee-ee . . . Oh no! . . . ee-ee-ee . . . It’s a Gruffalo’. The first thing he learns in its entirety is the rhyming story of a picnic organised for baby aliens, called Come to Tea on Planet Zum-Zee. He gleefully repeats the whole thing, sometimes even when he is actually reading something else.

This seems a thing of wonder. By now, though, I am also experiencing pangs of worry. By the standards of the other kids at his nursery, he is quiet and withdrawn. One weekday afternoon, I am the first parent to arrive there at kicking-out time: told that James is leaving, they spontaneously form a line, and join in a massed goodbye, like a toddler guard of honour. It is quite something, but he doesn’t seem to register it at all.

A few times, people we meet say he seems ‘placid’, a word that always rattles around my head for days. Sometimes, I hear other kids of his age talking, and suddenly think, James doesn’t do that. But we are first-time parents: between the fact that he talks and walks and those few apparently striking abilities, we have enough to bat away any worries, and blithely muddle on.

Just before James turns three, he is joined by a sister, Rosa. Partly because my dad is Welsh and we feel we ought to have at least one child whose first breaths are of hallowed air, we decide she will be born at home. But she has a difficult birth, which happens in the evening, while James is fast asleep and Ginny’s mum is looking after him. Ginny loses a lot of blood, and the two midwives call an ambulance. Once again, we have to go to Hereford – where Ginny and Rosa are kept under observation for just under a week.

Not surprisingly, his mum’s sudden absence has a very clear effect on James. He becomes quieter still, and even in his happier moments, there is a sense of things playing on his mind. One afternoon, I take him to the park, where the two of us take turns throwing his Woody from Toy Story doll down the slide. Up until now, this has caused him dependable amusement. Now, he does it in a sad, desultory way, as if he can barely be bothered: a child not much older than three, blankly going through the motions.

The next day, Ginny calls to say we can go to Hereford and bring her and
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