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gig n. & v. colloq: 1 a musical performance; 2 an engagement for an entertainer; 3 a job of work.
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Gig

I’ve only been involved with books and writing for the second half of my life, but music has been around from day one. Growing up in the Armitage family there was barely a minute’s silence. Mum continued to play the piano even after someone had lifted the lid and vomited into it during a birthday party, and on Friday nights I witnessed a peculiar transformation in my dad as he glued mutton chop facial hair to the side of his face and went off to sing in a hotel in Ashton-under-Lyne with his barber’s shop group the Victorians. They wore extravagant waistcoats made from a furry patterned fabric reminiscent of the heavy flock wallpaper once favoured by Indian restaurants and the function rooms of working men’s clubs. The waistcoats were a plum and burgundy colour, but they also owned several other sets in equally lavish colours which served as away kits when the first choice bibs were at the dry-cleaner’s. The Victorians rehearsed in our house every Sunday morning, a handful of them making the china in the sideboard chatter and ring with their close harmonies. Upstairs in bed I’d watch the light fitting tremble, and feel the bedsprings buzz with the deep vibration of some hunting medley or heartfelt serenade.

My own musical career began at age eight in a junior school concert. One case of mumps and one case of truancy on the day of the performance resulted in my hasty promotion from the wooden blocks to the triangle, then from the triangle to the drum. Which shouldn’t have been a big deal, except that the piece to be performed was ‘The Little Drummer Boy’. So instead of goofing around at the back with the other numpties and non-musicians I was suddenly thrust into the spotlight as the sweet-smiling hero of the song’s title. Things began well enough, but I lost the rhythm in the second verse, when instead of concentrating I began looking for the approving faces of my parents in the audience. Before I had a chance to recover, the drum was commandeered by the commandeering Mrs Bond, who set about trying to restore the beat. She of all people should have known better than to give me the instrument in the first place. She was a friend of the family, and the family had set a poor precedent in the percussion department. My great-grandfather played the big bass drum in the village band. The job required a man with a strong back, which he had, but he was not particularly tall. One year, bringing up the rear of the procession during the annual parade, and unable to see over the top of his instrument, as the rest of the band forked right towards the river Jack Armitage marched onwards up Peel Street, hammering out his rhythm until it was the only sound bouncing back and forth between the shop windows and the dark, high walls of the Mechanics’ Institute. Musically speaking, I probably have more in common with Jack than with any other of my relatives, alive or dead.

I was head boy in the village choir for a few years, playing three-card brag and scabby queen behind the choir stalls while our weird vicar, Father James, prostrated himself in front of the altar and offered his body to God. When my voice broke I was sent for piano lessons with the patient and house-proud Mrs Mickelthwaite. In response to me turning up on her doorstep straight from football practice with bloody knees and muddy boots, she would carefully line her hallway and living room with newspapers or magazines, and would even lay a centrefold page of the Huddersfield Examiner across the piano stool. After half an hour of clunky, sweaty piano playing, I’d walk home with columns of local news imprinted on the back of my bare thighs. I haven’t sung much in my adult life, one exception being my rendition of Lou Reed’s ‘Perfect Day’, broadcast on BBC Radio 3 and recorded at a lonely farmhouse in Iceland, accompanied by the poet Glyn Maxwell playing the piano on which the Icelandic national anthem was composed. It seemed to make sense at the time.

Apart for my cousin’s Supertramp albums and the tinnitus of daytime Radio 1, music was a kind of background drone for a few years, until I tuned in to the John Peel Show. Almost immediately I became a punk. Not a proper fuck-off punk with a cockatoo hairdo and DESTROY tattooed across his forehead, but a Marsden punk in replica oxblood Docs, his sister’s baggy jumper and a pair of tartan kecks left over from an Operatic Society performance of Brigadoon. I once went a step further, constructing a pair of bondage trousers using the straps from an old tent, though running for the bus through the streets of a northern mill village in such constrictive legwear had little to recommend it. Undeterred, I told everyone I’d been to see the Sex Pistols playing their last ever UK gig at Ivanhoe’s Nightclub in Huddersfield. I hadn’t. I was too scared. We were all too scared. In fact if everyone in Huddersfield claiming to have been at that legendary gig had actually been there, the venue would have exceeded its capacity by some twenty thousand.

The punk phase didn’t last long but I was obviously still under the influence on my eighteenth birthday. I don’t suppose it was too unusual for young men who were coming of age in the early eighties to have the signs and symbols of their current obsession emblazoned in coloured icing sugar on top of a big cake. A football badge, perhaps, or maybe something in the shape of a McLaren F1. But did anyone else out there have, as a cake decoration, a perfect facsimile of the cenotaph-style cover of the Siouxsie and the Banshees album Join Hands, with its four monochrome soldiers, its carved lettering and its commemorative poppy motif? To her credit, Mum embraced the whole concept (i.e. gave me enough rope) and put the cake on prominent display on the kitchen table with the actual album propped up behind. She completed the configuration with a bunch of red roses which looked like they’d been borrowed from a war memorial or stolen from a grave. My father’s response is not recorded in my memory, or has been unconsciously deleted. At the party aunts, uncles and friends of the family filed mournfully past the cake in silence, paying their respects.

After punk I was a mod. A Marsden mod. There were three of us. We went down to the Army and Navy Stores and got kitted out with fishtail parkas. My mate’s sister ironed a bullseye target on the back of his. I hand-stitched a fox-tail on to the bottom of mine but tucked it inside the lining before I got home every night. On bank holidays we stood outside Marsden fire station on the A62 giving the thumbs-up to the convoys of scooters en route to Blackpool on the west coast or returning from Bridlington to the east. The buffed chrome of the Vespas and Lambrettas dazzled in the sun. The hundreds of wing mirrors glittered and winked. From inside their piss-pot helmets and behind their shades, the chapters of white-socked soul boys shouted unanswerable terms of abuse, stuck up two gloved fingers at us and disappeared over the hill.

Offended but not defeated, I turned to New Romanticism. As my NUS card from 1982 will testify, I wore a silk scarf and dinner jacket combination and grew a Phil Oakey-style half-fringe which hung like a vulture’s wing over one eye. In the photograph, I’m attempting to stare moodily and reflectively through that curtain of hair towards some transitory moment of beautiful sadness beyond the vision of less sensitive mortals – not easy in the photo-booth in Woolies – and despite the defacing effect of a staple, a Theatre of Hate button-badge is still visible on my left lapel. Later that year, I ordered a pair of pointy suede boots from my mum’s catalogue. When they arrived, my dad ripped open the box, thinking it was his new spade head. Mum, bless her, averted a major altercation by pretending she’d ordered them for her friend’s daughter. I had to hide them in a bush down the road, leave the house each evening in a pair of Dunlop Green Flash and change my footwear beneath the shadowy leaves of a rhododendron bush before getting the train to Manchester or Leeds and leaving muddy footprints on the dance floors of some of the North’s best nightclubs. My enthusiasm for synthesizer music and billowing pattern-print blouses was tolerated by my father because he knew it would be short-lived. After all, I was still playing sport for the village; a New Romantic wouldn’t last long among the jockstraps and Brut of the football changing rooms or on the cricket field at the edge of the moor, amidst the sheep droppings and hailstones. I was still drinking at Pule Side Working Men’s Club; a Russian hussar’s jacket and a pair of riding britches weren’t going to cut much ice in there.

I formed several bands with my mates, most of which never played a note. I’ve always carried a special memory of one of those bands, a thrash-punk outfit called Tess and the d’Urbs, whipping up a mini-riot in the sixth form common room at the end of term. But a photograph of that ‘gig’ came to light recently, and as well as being disturbed to see how much lipstick and eyeliner I was wearing, I noted with some disappointment that our guitars were made out of cardboard. I’ve also mouthed off many times about a band I once played in called the Fabrics, with Terry Towelling on drums, Poly Ester doing backing vocals, Ray On playing bass and me – singer-songwriter Bri Nylon – howling into the microphone and strangling a Fender Strat. But there was no such band. I made the whole thing up.

In fact my wife has more claim to rock-and-roll credibility than I have, with a business card to prove it. During her years at Leicester University she fronted a folk-rock outfit which went under the rather fantastic name of Sue and the Speedy Bears. The bear in question is pictured on the aforementioned card in what appears to me to be a mind-altered state, strumming a guitar and wearing a pair of shades. When the band were interviewed by Radio Leicestershire, her parents drove up from London so they could park inside the country boundary and listen to the broadcast. Sometimes, when we want a good laugh, she pulls out the Speedy Sue Song Book (i.e. a jotter full of handwritten lyrics) or even puts on a C45 Speedy Sue demo tape. But although it’s hilarious, it’s more than I’ve got to show. Because for all the musical posturing and attitude of my early life, my entire back catalogue amounts to precisely nothing.

[image: fig]

When I was nineteen I had my ear pierced. I was away at college at the time, and at the end of term I made the journey home by bus, the train being too expensive. To combat the travel sickness caused by seven hours on a National Express coach I dropped a couple of Sea-Legs tablets and washed them down with a can of Guinness before boarding, then spent most of the journey in a semi-comatose state, gawping out of the window, counting lamp posts. I was still only partly conscious when Huddersfield bus station slewed into view. My parents were waiting in one of the bays. Mum spotted the earring and ushered me into the car to avoid a confrontation, or at least to delay it, because short of wearing a balaclava for the whole summer, the silver ring inserted through my left ear lobe was going to become visible at some point. In fact Dad had also clocked it, but had made an instant decision to plot his revenge rather than fly off the handle. A couple of days later when I walked into the club I was met with wolf whistles, limp-wristed hand gestures and a beery chorus of ‘All the Nice Boys Love a Sailor’. Dad just shrugged his shoulders and raised his drink to his mouth, as if suggesting the local tribe’s reaction to my act of self-mutilation was entirely spontaneous and beyond his control. But through the optical distortion of his pint glass, his smile was magnified. I also suspected him of priming my grandmother’s response to the earring: ‘You look like a pirate,’ she said about a week later, over Sunday dinner. It was intended as a double insult. Not only had I crossed the north–south divide to continue my education in a Hampshire naval city, but I had also crossed over to the darker side of seamanship. When me and Dad finally got around to having something like an adult conversation about the earring, it concluded with him raising his arms to the heavens and exclaiming, ‘OK, but what does it mean?’ He was probably thinking that the men of the Armitage family had lived for hundreds of years, surviving many wars and protecting their precious blood through conflict and battle, only for the last male in the line to voluntarily breach his own flesh for the sake of ornamentation.

I didn’t know what the earring meant. At some level I thought it might make me an angry young man. But a guy I really admired at the time had, according to rumours, pierced both of his nipples and also his foreskin and, when feeling particularly assertive, wore a chain connecting all three points of anchorage. By comparison he was very angry indeed. Furious, in fact. Also, my piercing had taken place in a comfy chair in the back of a jeweller’s shop, with antiseptic and a box of tissues to hand, whereas really cool people did it themselves. Like most things in the eighties, this usually took place in a call box at the end of the road. The trick was to clamp the ear lobe between two cubes of ice (from the refrigeration unit in the phone box, obviously), then push a safety pin through the skin, then wear the safety pin. Since the advent of the mobile phone and the demise of the public payphone, I’ve often wondered where the youth of today go to puncture their skin, apply their tattoos and lose their virginity.

But a couple of years later I had worse news for my father. Much more serious; not a fad this time. It was the confession that all red-blooded fathers dread as they sense the words forming on the lips of their sons. My Adam’s apple bobbed in my throat. There was no easy way of saying it. I swallowed, stared at a point on the floor somewhere between his feet and muttered, ‘Dad, I think I’m a poet.’ He returned to the cricket section of the Yorkshire Post to privately calculate the effect on the family and consider his response. Perhaps he wasn’t worried because he saw it as a bit of a hollow threat. After all, at that stage I had nothing to support my statement other than a few scribblings in a Silvine notebook bought from the post office, and certainly nothing published. That didn’t happen until 13 August 1987. At least that’s the date on the cheque sent to me from the magazine Other Poetry, based in Leicester. It’s for the princely sum of £2.00, and I never cashed it. For me, having work accepted by that small and now defunct publication meant everything, and nothing else has ever been quite as exciting or satisfying as appearing in print that very first time. I think it’s because going from zero to something represents an increase of infinite proportions.

[image: fig]

And yet music has been just as important to me as literature. I may own more poems than I do songs, but the songs have given me at least as much pleasure, if not more. Latterly, I’ve spent time in the music business: I’ve written libretti and I’ve interviewed pop stars; I’ve written songs for rock bands and rap lyrics for murderers; I’ve reviewed albums and presented programmes about popular music; I’ve even received an Ivor Novello Award, pushing past Bono, a pretty homunculus who turned out to be Kylie, and the lost and bewildered Brian Wilson in the glittery ballroom of the Grosvenor House Hotel to collect the gong. But the time has come to face up to a reality which eventually dawns on a great many music lovers at a certain time of life, namely that I am a failed rock star. Furthermore, it has recently occurred to me that only through the process of failing to become a rock star have I become a writer. A very particular kind of writer, that is: a poet. I don’t record singles and albums; I write poems and I write books. And I don’t do concerts, smashing my guitar into a hundred reverberating pieces before swallow-diving over the footlights to be caught and carried in the upraised arms of devoted fans. I give readings. I travel to venues and I write out a set list. I take a drink in the green room and wait in the wings. Occasionally I’m introduced by a chairperson or organizer, but not always. I walk on stage, sometimes towards a microphone and sometimes even into the glow of a spotlight. Then I open my mouth and do my stuff. Readings can be touching and poignant, or they can be pointless and humiliating. A single human voice speaking a considered thought can feel like the high point of human achievement, or it can feel like an object lesson in embarrassment. But whatever the poetry reading is or isn’t, it’s the closest I’m ever going to get to standing in front of an audience with a band behind me and a guitar in my hands. And I suspect that promoters of literary events also nurse a secret desire to be organizing Glastonbury rather than the Ledbury Poetry Festival, or chopping out cocaine on a mirror rather than filling a Tupperware bowl with Mini Cheddars, or introducing David Bowie at Wembley Arena rather than Simon Armitage in Marsden church hall. Because invariably – and often without any hint of irony to act as a necessary counterbalance – they refer to the contemporary poetry reading as a ‘gig’.


Oasis
McAlpine Stadium Huddersfield
25 July 1995

Cancelled.


Review of Huddersfield Contemporary Music
Festival, New York Times, 2002

‘This is not the most God-forsaken, grim or desolate city in Britain, but it gives the main contenders a run for their money.’


Paul McCartney
Hallam FM Arena Sheffield
6 April 2003

The Independent on Sunday want to know if I can re-pen the lyrics to ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’, given that McCartney’s eponymous birthday is fast approaching. They’d like the new lyrics to fit the old tune, so that readers would be able to sing along should they feel inclined. They can offer a fee of 500 quid; considering the original song contains fewer than 200 words, many of them repeated, they point out that the rate they offer is about ten times as much as they pay their foreign correspondents: ‘And you wouldn’t even have to dodge any bullets!’

I don’t know what to think about the Beatles. They’re monumental and amazing, of course, but I hardly ever listen to them. It’s an age thing, probably. You probably had to be there. At the time when I started listening to popular music and the angle from which I approached it, they were the enemy, clogging up the charts and record shops long after they’d disbanded. In their dafter moments, they were only marginally less irritating than the Smurfs or the Banana Splits. They were the group who called the mums and dads on to the dance floor to jive and spin, while we flounced back to our ashtrays and alcoves in a post-punk huff. Like vegetarians who eat tuna fish, people who don’t like pop music like the Beatles. In the houses of your elders and betters, you can often find a copy of Sgt. Pepper’s or The Blue Album tucked between Bach and Beethoven. Tell people you can take or leave them and you get a funny look. And I’ve always said that I wouldn’t be seen dead at a McCartney concert, but with reviews come free tickets, and where free tickets are concerned, emphatic statements about one’s own mortality are recontextualized.

It’s the first night of Paul’s Back in the World Tour. The programme doesn’t say which planet he’s returned from. The Hallam FM Arena is full, although the people at the back seem so far away from the stage that their actual attendance at the concert must be called into question. Somewhat sheepishly, we’re at the front. The show opens with the emergence from all parts of the hall of jobbing circus performers, last seen at the opening ceremony of the 2002 World Cup and now with time on their hands until the first day of next year’s Olympic Games. Once the smoke has cleared and the stilt walkers have been helped down from their stilts, Sir Paul appears, Bruce Forsyth-style, at the back of the stage, first as a shadow, then as the man himself. Well over two hours of music follow, and there are definite highlights, including a heartfelt ‘Eleanor Rigby’ and a Ramones-style ‘Back in the USSR’ – surely one of the earliest punk songs ever recorded. The Wings stuff also sounds peculiarly modern and particularly effective. The low moments are the songs from the new album; for about quarter of an hour it feels like the plane has lost altitude and we’re all waiting for our ears to pop, which they do, eventually, with ‘Blackbird’ and ‘We Can Work It Out’.

But it’s the weird and wonky moments I’m really interested in, and by my calculation there are three. The first is ‘Something’, played on a ukulele. Harrison was a George Formby fan apparently – aren’t we all? – but it makes for a bizarre elegy. The second is Macca’s attempt at an anecdote, an unrewarding story involving a massage session with an old crone in a hotel in the Far East, including mock-Japanese syllables and dodgy facial expressions. The tale gropes towards a blurred punchline somewhere on the distant horizon that refuses to materialize. Am I allowed to say that for a cocky Scouser, McCartney does a poor line in humour, and at his corniest moments he’s only one cheese football short of being Sir Cliff Richard? But the third incident of special anthropological interest is the best: Heather Mills in the orchestra pit, singing along and waving her arms like a fan. She disappears during a song dedicated to Linda; for one heart-stopping moment I wonder if she’s actually making her way towards the stage, heading for the tambourine. I think I want this to happen. But three or four minutes later she’s back where she was, swaying and clapping along to ‘Hey Jude’, the biggest song of the night by far.

‘Come on, get in the mood,’ shouts Speedy Sue (of Sue and the Speedy Bears fame).

‘It’s mum-and-dad music,’ I shout back.

She shouts, ‘We are a mum and dad.’

I raise my arms above my head and fall in line with the beat, but my heart’s not in it. I’m a grumbling Bagheera in the middle of 10,000 jiving and jitterbugging Baloos. However, it’s not just because I’m an awkward bastard who’d rather be listening to a bunch of nobodies going nowhere than witnessing a piece of rock and roll history. It’s this song: it makes me nervous. At Colne Valley High School, to be caught doing any work, even in the sixth form common room, was seen by other pupils as a sell-out – a betrayal of religious proportions. Anyone so much as reading a book, let alone actually putting pen to paper, could expect to hear in the background a rising, bawling chorus of fellow students singing ‘Hey Jude’ at the top of their voices, where the Jude of the song stood for Judas, and the Judas they were singing about was you.

∗

I’ve been back to my old school on five or six occasions, usually to read poems and talk about poetry, once to hand out prizes and certificates at the end of the year, and once to talk about how to make something of your life. I’ve also been to the school theatre a couple of times to watch the Tudge in one her dancing class concerts, pirouetting and clap-lunging on the same stage where I once played a rather rubbishy Toad in the fourth-year production of Toad of Toad Hall. As well as the academic subjects I chose to study at O level, I also studied drama, though the school weren’t very happy about it. It was never admitted, but at that time, drama wasn’t really deemed suitable for students who could read and write, and the twice-weekly classes were thought of more as cooling-off periods for troublemakers and underachievers who might otherwise be smoking on the tennis courts or lighting fires in the cloakrooms. It wasn’t even a proper O level but 16 Plus, which sounded less like a qualification and more like the certification for a film containing scenes of occasional violence and moderate peril. I have my father to thank for being allowed to study drama; being a born actor and a prominent local thespian, he could see the value in such a course, even if my head of year couldn’t. On the other hand, I was less grateful for another of my father’s interventions. Towards the end of my ‘choices’ interview, with English language, English literature, maths, geography, physics, chemistry and drama already secured, I still had one selection to make. My dad said, ‘Give him woodwork. If he’s doing all this clever stuff, you might as well let him bash a bit of two-by-four around for a couple of hours, work off some of his frustrations.’ Unfortunately for me, the teacher on the other side of the desk just happened to be the woodwork teacher, who saw himself as a quality carpenter and who did not share my father’s view of woodwork as the opportunity to pulverize an innocent length of raw timber with a hammer for purely therapeutic reasons. He ticked a box and the interview was concluded. It was only when I went back to school after the summer holidays that I discovered I would not be taking woodwork classes after all, but home economics.

‘I’ve got cooking,’ I moaned to my parents.

Mum managed a partly sympathetic smile and Dad laughed.

Only two boys in the entire year took cooking, me and a lad called Mick, whose father presumably had also insulted the noble art of joinery. Upon seeing each other queuing up for that first lesson, and recognizing ourselves as males of the species, we wiped the tears from our eyes and formed a sort of unspoken resistance movement against the forces of domesticity. The main mission was to make it through two years without any other boy in the school getting wind of the fact that while they were fashioning bookshelves and designing go-carts we would be kneading dough and decorating cakes. Every Tuesday, as secretly as possible, we’d sidle along to one of the domestic science rooms (like science labs but with gas hobs instead of Bunsen burners), and later in the day we’d slink away, via the washrooms, making sure every last grain of flour was dusted from our hands and that not one telltale molecule of pastry remained beneath our fingernails. Taking pies and buns home on the school bus required an even higher level of subterfuge. One particularly nasty character from up the road once tapped the top of my biscuit tin with his penknife and said, ‘So that have you got in there, Armitage?’

‘Stick insects,’ I replied.

‘Let’s have a look, then,’ he said.

I said, ‘Best not to, they’re sleeping.’

I think he was about to insist on a viewing but his mate on the back seat had just opened a packet of Capstan Full Strength and he was called away for a smoke, dragging his knuckles on the floor as he went. Not that the contents of the biscuit tin would always have been recognizable as food. Most weeks, no matter how much I followed the recipe or how many times I whipped the cream, I seemed to do nothing more than turn perfectly good ingredients into an inedible compost of unidentifiable biomass. And because Mum had forked out hard-earned housekeeping money on the ingredients, there was an expectation that whatever I’d produced at school in Tuesday afternoon’s home economics class would form the basis of the Armitage family’s evening meal later that day. On my return, Mum would prise open the tin lid like an Egyptologist opening some ancient casket, hoping to find treasure but more often than not discovering some dark, amorphous item in a partial state of decomposition. On one occasion I was so repulsed by the substance I’d produced – rissoles in tomato gravy, I think – that I poured the entire dishful down a manhole at the end of the street and told my mum it had been so delicious I hadn’t been able to stop myself eating it on the way home.

Of course there’s nothing wrong with being male and being a cook. In these more enlightened times it’s probably a cool thing for guys to do, and even back then, it would have made sound political and practical sense for schoolboys to learn how to prepare a meal and wipe down a Formica work surface. But there was something about the seventies, something kind of Soviet about the gender divide, with the Berlin Wall still separating the sexes. At least that’s how it felt to me, at my school, a cattle-market comprehensive of 1,800 kids and an uncountable number of unnameable teachers. On reflection, the staff did their very best, attempting to steer the optimum number of students towards moderate success, and the trick as a pupil was to be part of that broad and anonymous herd of children heading for some achievable and acceptable qualification at the far end of the canyon. The thing to avoid, therefore, at all costs, was attention. And if you were going to draw attention to yourself, there was a sliding scale of seriousness. In reverse order, stupidity was the least risky, leading to persistent but good-natured piss-taking. Followed by brilliance, which might attract bullying or at worst a beating. Followed by individuality, most heinous of all crimes, punishable by a life sentence of misery. Hence the terror of domestic science. But if cooking lessons themselves weren’t sufficiently shaming and potentially damaging for a fourteen-year-old schoolboy in semi-rural West Huddersfield, Colne Valley High School had come up with a master plan to elevate embarrassment and humiliation to an all-time high. Many schools at that time had swimming pools, many had language labs. Some had art studios and some had music studios; some even had radio stations. But how many comprehensive schools in seventies Britain could boast the addition of a ‘flat’? Not a schoolroom made to look like a room in a house where students might spend an afternoon learning life skills, but an actual penthouse apartment with decent carpets, pictures on the wall, its own little toilet with pink loo roll and matching rugs, and a balcony with panoramic views over the Pennine uplands. For students enrolled in domestic science, their week in the flat was seen as the highpoint of their course, the ultimate perk, during which they could wear their own clothes, make their own meals, and generally stand aloof from the timetable and rulebook. Which was terrific, if you were a girl. And would have been terrific for me as well if I’d been paired up with a girl; I could have spent a week in the company of some beautiful young woman who in the general order of things wouldn’t have come anywhere near me. But I was with Mick. And Mick was with me. We had to put on our pinnies and we had to hoover and we had to dust. We had to iron curtains and polish horse brasses. In my warped memory, I remember us like Eric and Ernie, swanning around in dressing gowns and slippers, tapping the barometer and checking the oven to see if the soufflé had risen. There wasn’t a bedroom, of course, and we didn’t have to stay the night. But having kept our little secret for nearly eighteen months, we were now on full public display. We were four floors up, and directly opposite stood the glass-fronted B Block, like the wing of an open prison, which housed some of the school’s most notorious and high-risk students. The first time we opened the French windows and stepped out on to the balcony, we might as well have been holding hands and announcing our engagement.

Pupils spending time in the flat were obliged to invite individual teachers for lunch; as well as putting our catering skills to the test we could practise the finer points of conversation and table manners
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