Our Three Shilling Affair
words and music by Armstrong & Brunel

Jack Brunel and the song
Thirty five years ago, straight out of art school, I somehow lucked my first real
job. Working as an art therapist in a hospital in the North East was not what I
had imagined I would be doing, having set my sights on becoming a painter. It
did however seem like an opportunity to experience another side of life whilst,
at the same time, earning some much needed cash.
Here I met Jack Brunel. An ex-music teacher, Jack (stage name Jack Lavelle taken from his mother’s side) would often come to my art sessions to make
real the charcoal dramas he re-worked with smudges, rubber and muttering.
Having played professionally, Jack had an enthusiasm for opera, and in
particular Wagner’s Ring Cycle. It suited his brooding disposition. We would
discuss the finer points of how Jack’s life was controlled by Norns; those female
beings who, according to Norse mythology, rule the destiny of gods and men.
Despite this, he regarded himself an average Northerner, with perhaps just a
little too much Viking in his blood. His medical diagnosis was irrelevant.
I worried for him and tried to introduce the idea that perhaps he was overly
immersed in this strange brew of a world and that it might be good to widen
his interests; maybe even eventually return to teaching. He dismissed such
mundane considerations.
He scolded me for my indifference to the tempestuous storms and huge
choral swathes of the Ring Cycle; to the overpowering sense of the EPIC and
the darkness of the ancients . Whilst I faced west he was fixed eastward.
Something of the insular nature of his birthplace resonated within him. There
was no denying his sense of belonging; at odds with his wanderlust at first
sight, but undoubtedly a rock he felt tethered to emotionally. It allowed him to
roam without needing too much close company.
His colours were muted. Literally. “Black and brown never let you down”. It
made for easy wardrobe decisions.
“Hartlepool is a forgotten place” he said.
“The end of the earth to some; a protective womb to others.”
“In need of a future and not just a past.”
Jack was of the opinion that a benevolent Norn was needed to navigate a
fruitful direction and that, over time, good and bad things would always
inevitably happen. We both agreed that anyway, the idea of progress was
a debatable one. One man’s enlightened development was another man’s
spoiling. Progress being synonymous with expansion could surely not be taken
as de facto.

I knew of Hartlepool. We have family connections. For me as a

child, it was like a mythical kingdom; a fine line illustration, engraved with
archaic symbolism. Now that I have seen the place, paced out the place, I still
find myself no clearer as to where it sits in the world. Rather oddly, familiarity
has not led to clarity.
It wasn’t a direct part of my childhood as I never lived in Hartlepool, despite
that first birthday photo. I am held by my father. He stares out on the Seaton
Carew sea front - just a pushchair’s push down the promenade from Hartlepool
Town and I am - well - distracted, apparently trying to pull my sister’s hair.
That small sepia print is part of my received memory, like a book read early
and now half remembered. I know what was ‘then’ only from the photo not
from actuality. Mystique layered upon misunderstanding is my inevitable
construction of those days.
Jack I got to know well; as well as you can whilst trying to maintain the patient/
practitioner ‘professional’ divide. I wasn’t cut out to be a therapist, I knew that
really. I enjoyed his stories too much, and he had lots of them.

Later we re-traced the route Tony (Ridley’s brother) cycled on that bike but the
sheds on the beach were no more. A similar sweet shop was still there though,
as sleepy and unattended as in a fairytale.
“A secret world” said Jack “don’t tell anyone about it, least of all southerners.”

The gob stoppers stupidly glad dad
the liquorice sticks and ice-cream
and it’s no fault of his
that the sherbet’s a-fizz
or of hers for this comical scene
Though the sports mixture’s still tired out dad
the imperial mints are serene
For tonight it’s declared
not the Lords nor the Lairds
but the Poor Bens
shall dance with the Queen!
On another occasion we talked about the Queen’s Rink Ballroom (not featured
in Scott’s film) and how in the early days it had been a roller rink. Older
residents I have talked to since can still remember skating around it as children.
Some recall the gondolas, in which the more sedate were no doubt guided
around. I imagine ladies with hats and stout men with gout; confident brats
laughing as they zigzag like hazardous scribbles in front and behind .
I joked about the ‘Rink Cycle’. I thought about how dancers drifted round and
round that space over the decades and how history has moved on leaving
traces of the dance behind for those who have a mind to see. I didn’t know
what that meant, I just thought about it. We played with the words and
amused ourselves. A symphony in a multitude of movements. An opera of
largess and mystery, with dramatic lighting as standard.
The Rink Cycle.

AND NOW I am at work excavating atmospheres and murmurs from that
very ballroom; gone but not entirely erased. Grass grown high.
He had returned from New Zealand where he told me he had been involved
in the development of colour television. Always good with a visual, I was
enthralled when he showed me the drawings of studio sets and fantastical
scenery he had made in his sketch pad. Lightly washed with watercolour over
pencil, they showed a confidence that I believe came from his fatalism.
He stayed with me for two weeks and during that time I began to wonder
exactly what his plans were. He was a bit vague when pressed about New
Zealand. As I’ve never been, I was keen to know more, but his recall was as
pale as his water colour washes, soaked into stiff, imprecise paper. A single
stroke suggested a building or a tree, but when examined closer it was an
illusion of a tree with no substance. So it was with his back story.
It’s not something I’m proud of, but I went through his pockets. Jack was
impenetrable and I had to know. There was a note. It wasn’t good. Jack had
been a bad boy, and her husband was not well pleased. After that I was never
sure if he had actually been to New Zealand, if perhaps it was a cover story.
Somewhere remote enough for me not to be able pick him up on his accuracy
of detail.
What it did do was sate my appetite. I had no urge to know more.
Now Jack was forever humming tunes in the art room. Turpentine with tunes.
Some of these I recognised, but often he would appear to be improvising,
taking themes from one place and reforming them into something else. One
day he might drive me crazy humming some ditty over and over again and
then the next day it would be gone - only to re-appear days later as something
else. An echo of its former self. “The Norns” he would mutter “the Norns”. He
played trumpet, and I often had to ask him to literally ‘put a sock in it’ as the
trumpet is a soloist’s instrument but not an ideal solo instrument when you are
in the same room. I was becoming aware though of other motifs in his audio
doodles. ‘Those damned yanks’ were definitely becoming a musical influence,
but I thought it best not to highlight the fact. The airwaves were irresistible and
Jack was a sponge.
Inevitably, one of those melodies stuck. It stuck in a way that I thought I had
forgotten it, but all these years later it is still here. Those of you who untangle
melodies, be it in your heads or at the piano, will understand the doubt of
authorship. I have on occasion dreamt a unique melody, only to find on waking
that it is already a well known tune. Other times a theme has come so easily
that I have questioned its originality yet, despite digging, have found no other
source for it.
Of course Jack may be a thief. He was certainly a thief of hearts. If he did
appropriate this tune then I am dealing in counterfeit goods but, further to
any other claim, I must give him his credit. I did dream it, but later I realised its
source.

Consequently, the melody line for ‘Our Three
Shilling Affair’ must be credited to Jack Brunel...
...His trumpet, his lips stretched tight, his lungs injecting his ballooning cheeks,
his ear for a line; all unknowingly inspired the genesis of my ditty.
To my knowledge Jack never did write anything down; he wasn’t a man
concerned with posterity. Wh at Jack did he tended to do in the moment. Jack
wasn’t much concerned with responsibility to anything in particular. Believing
his fate to be willed by the Norns, gave him a particular, contradictory, license
to roam.
A free spirit in chains.
Responsibility nil, Norns three.
So Jack, thank you for the melody. In return I have delivered you posterity.
One of the reasons we got on so well (if a little haphazardly) is due to the
language of music. I never learnt the dots but there are rhythms and vibrations
to most things that underpin the way we live our lives, and if you can hum or
sing to yourself you are some way there to tuning in to them. Our unstated
interest in this universal language was our bond. Jack loved a tune. I love a
tune, but Jack lived a tune. I like to add words to a tune. With a few exceptions,
Jack thought words a less elegant and clumsier addition to an already perfect
form.
Like many in similar towns and cities, Jack had learnt his trade in the Salvation
Army. First trombone, swiftly moving on to the trumpet in his teens. A natural,
he had what people say was a very individual style. What irritated me in the art
room, became a diving, swooping and often melancholy delight when woven
into the fabric of other instrumentation. He loved jazz. Jazz was his pencil and
sketch pad; opera his oils on canvas .

By all accounts I wouldn’t have recognised him in the sixties.
A style conscious man, his confidence was high. He flirted with bohemia but
eventually settled on the Sta-Prest clean lines of the ‘Mods’. I can see how
he and Pete Townsend were on the same page. Townsend, the gawky youth
hidden away playing guitar in his bedroom. Not perhaps the most obvious
choice as a sartorial role model, Jack no doubt identified with him, despite the
fact that Townsend often wore a boiler suit on stage.
Jack could have written his own rock opera long before the Who. Perhaps he
did - it would be just like Jack not to tell anyone. He was too old at the time to
connect directly with the m,m,m, MY g,g, Generation sentiment, and still too
reserved to have a forest of mirrors on his bull-bars, but he had the vanity of
an artist. I’ve seen the pictures. His palette had not been reduced to autumnal
shades as yet. Shrink to fit Levi’s and his own invention; ‘Barclay Boy’ yellow
brogues, immaculately complementing the dull camouflage green fish-tail
parka; silver and black striped orange blazer underneath.
Jack wouldn’t entertain the Vespa; a dumpy ‘civilian’ pretender. For him the
scooter of choice was the Lambretta. Sides off and chromed up, Jack must have
looked the business. “On my own or with a girl on pillion” said Jack “I ran with
the pack... alone.”
At school I had an older friend who owned a scooter. He would sometimes
give me a lift home. I understood the feeling of ultra cool that such an unlikely
looking machine can bestow.

A word about the Norns
It did at first seem to me, in my role as hired therapeutic help and general
facilitator, that Jack was delusional. As much as we may yearn to give over
responsibility for our destiny, these days popular opinion has it that Norns, or
other forms of super-benefactorial beings, don’t really exist. Having said that,
many people find solace in the acceptance of unknowable greater ‘truths’ and
do not find similar ideas ridiculous.
Over time Jack’s belief system gradually became more plausible to me. He
explained it like this:
You have a cat. The cat is well known for being an animal you can’t train. It will
give affection and it will respond to kindness i.e. it will purr when stroked or
fed. It does not however typically give itself over completely. It retains its aura
of self and independence. These are qualities we grudgingly admire in it; its
secret assured confidence, even arrogance, perfectly balanced by paranoia.

“So imagine this” said Jack “I am your cat. As my owner you are quite
agreeable, but you have issues which I, the cat, can never be aware of. I am
mainly concerned with food, security and maintaining the boundaries of my
kingdom from pretenders. One day, circumstances conspire to make you move
home. Having my best interests at heart you take me with you. For me, the cat,
this is an unfathomable disturbance. I don’t know where this apparently blind
act of upheaval came from. I may be either confused and perplexed or choose
to focus on you as the centre of my universe and trust in the security you offer.”
He continued; “inhabiting the same physical space, our destinies linked and
fundamentally the same, we mysteriously and distinctly experience the world
differently due to our unique position on the slide-rule of perception.”
He paused and said softly, with a hint of deliberate dramatic affectation, “in
such a world you are the Norn and the cat of course is still me.”
I found it difficult to argue with his logic as, in reality, I had nothing better to
offer myself except blind faith. The existence of Norns was as plausible as any
other un-provable idea.

So real...Surreal. We lost touch.
A few years ago I heard he had passed away. He had in fact only been living
fifty or so miles down the coast in a small, forgotten seaside village . He hadn’t
got back in touch, but then again why should he? I had in reality never been a
close friend, rather a combination of sometime support system and reluctant
conscience. It wasn’t a role I was particularly confident in and if I held a mirror
up to him, it can’t always have been a settling experience.
He had spent his last years as a ‘local artist’. Painting predictable scenes, mostly
of coastal bliss. People liked them. Jack was popular. Before writing this piece
I asked permission of the lady with whom he saw out his last years to make
public my musical credit to him. She told me they had been the happiest days
of her life and that she had adored him.
There was only her and the vicar at his funeral and by the grave, overlooking
the shore from the cliff top, she recounted how Jack’s eulogy was blown out
to sea. He had been an explorer, a troubled soul and a renaissance man who
had found rest. He had requested this quote from Scott’s film to be read to the
wind:
“When I am eighty, I’ll look back on this day, this very minute, and remember
that I said I would...and it’ll all be like yesterday”
Some of his stories may have been just that. I had acted puzzled when she told
me of his World War Two espionage exploits. Parachuted behind enemy lines
and blowing up munitions dumps... surely he would have been too young? I
wasn’t sure he could speak French?
Both she and I had an unspoken moment. Neither of us was about to deliver
another version of events. There was nothing to gain from it. Historical coconspirators, the north wind was not about to contradict us.
He could have been a local legend, he could have composed his own opera... or
even played in a dance band at the Queen’s Rink Ballroom. As it turned out he
did none of those things. There were other plans.
The Norns had seen to that. They had dealt Jack a different hand.

Neil Armstrong

Die Nornen by Johannes Gehrts

Amongst the trove of mystery we dug through, we excavated Ridley Scott’s
first film short ‘Boy and Bicycle’. An evocative pedal through the town, along
the coast and a couple of miles on to Seaton Carew, it pervades a sense of
melancholy and other-worldliness. Jack considered it a fitting portrait of
Hartlepool. I offered up that it was a film from no place in particular. That it
was really a poem about time in a land that time had properly forgotten all
about.

I pointed out that we are all south of somewhere, but he was having none of it.
Like a child at playtime, he skipped onto the beach, raced into the expanse and
shouted up to the sky:
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