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Thanks and Dedication


Grateful thanks to:


My good friend and expert drummer Bernd Wegener. The invisible hand on the cover photo is his and he was partly the inspiration for Geoff.


Our son Daniel, another drummer whose first attempts at drumming began when he was still wearing a babygrow. He gave me useful insight into a scene about which I knew little.


My old mate Michael Hardt, whose guidance and appreciation made the whole thing possible. His experience and judgement are second to none. Thanks, Mick!


Thale Goodluck, who I met in 2015 when he provided me with my first true introduction to Native American culture.


My wife Christa, who has spent much of her life tolerating my odd ideas.


Stephen Poplin, for his spiritual work and literature influence.


This book is also dedicated to an unknown set of traffic lights, as the catalyst for its inspiration. While waiting in a queue for the lights to change, the subtitle came into my head.




“I’ll let you be in my dreams if I can be in yours!”




Talking World War III Blues, © Bob Dylan 1963





1. The Guys


My name is Geoff, Geoffrey Kent to be precise. At least, that was my name before I died, but I’ll get back to that later. Kent like the county, although I was born in Sussex, my mum came from near Tunbridge Wells and said the family always had connections to the county of Kent. Whatever, I was never fascinated enough by a surname to check up on it, but Mum was keen on things like roots and heritage. Maybe because I was her only child and she was still single when she had me. Any relationships she had after my birth were of the short and sweet kind. Even as a 7 or 8 year old, I saw that she was often upset at the end of another promising relationship that never seemed to work out. It may have been the frightening prospect of becoming a father to me that put the guys off, and as if to prove my case, after I left home at 18, it took her less than a year to find the love of her life.


Mum was still an attractive woman in her early 40s, and had her own flower shop in Hurstpierpoint, so the love of her life didn’t feel he had to support her and promptly married her. When she first came to me to tell me about her serious relationship, our roles had swapped over and it took her much longer than I expected to actually come out with the fact that she was going to marry him. I was a bit alarmed when she told me that Brian, her future husband, was going to move in with her into the flat over the shop. Okay, Brian was divorced and had a bit of a settlement to take care of but at the time I thought it was a bit opportunistic of him to move into my place, just like that. But we got on okay, he was sensible enough to be neither the father nor the good mate, and treated me with surprising respect. He seemed more sceptical about my ambition to become a photographer than my parallel plan to be a drummer in a band. Just a couple of years older than my mum, Brian still had this 60s idea that being a rock musician was a good way to earn your keep. Mum thought photography would be a more reliable source of income, but I ended up hedging my bets.


I was attending art college in Brighton when they got married. The spring of 1990, I was studying art and design, specialising in photography. Although desktop publishing was showing that the days of Letraset and ‘real’ copy and paste were numbered, I wasn’t as interested in that as I was in making pictures by photographic means. Neither a very good draftsman nor painter, but making pictures generally was the only thing I thought worthwhile, apart from music, that is. I had two mates at college, Jay Holmes, who had been my best friend since early school days and we decided to go to the same college partly so we could continue to hang out together. His name was actually the same as mine, except spelled ‘Jeffrey’ so he got called Jay from his teens onwards, just to tell us apart. Jay could draw things from memory that would blow me away. Give him a pad and a pencil and he would draw anything from Brighton pier to Dürer’s hare, without looking up or referring to anything outside his own mind. We also became friends at college with a guy called Mike Turner, who was a genius with electronic things. Sound, as well as anything else he set his mind to. Mike was an art student too, even though his interests seemed more technical, but he would produce radio programmes or sound installations that really stood out in their originality.


He made an installation called “Sound World” which I really loved and will never forget. He was keen on mechanics as much as electronics and combined them in a wonderful Heath Robinson way, so you could walk behind it and discover all the intricate details. Basically it was a series of sensors, set at different levels which would send out audio messages or brief musical clips, according to the height of the person who walked in. So a child, or an adult in a wheelchair, would hear a completely different version, from, say, a guy of 6 foot 2. Birdsong, snatches of pop music, different recordings of laughter, waves crashing on Brighton’s beach, whales, all manner of sounds he had collected or made himself. Connected through tape decks, CD players or LPs it was impossible to hear the same version twice. Something about it was not just fun, it was funny too, although difficult to explain why. But most people seemed to come out of it smiling.


The three of us were together most evenings after college, sometimes genuinely helping each other on projects, but more often than not hanging out at some of the best pubs and clubs the Brighton and Hove area had to offer. Our music kept us together, Jay played guitar and Mike bass and keyboards so my drumming was what would have made a perfect fit, if we’d had a singing voice worthy of the name. Our voices weren’t hopeless, they were just about okay for background vocals, but none of us had the vocal power or ego necessary to drive a band, so we just played covers with other musicians or jammed around. It was only a hobby and sometimes we would go for weeks without a proper gig. We had a strong connection though, which meant we didn’t need to hang out together all the time. It was probably a good thing that we were all specialising in different things at college, so we saw each other as mates, rather than competitors.





2. Early Life


As a small child, it seemed to me my Mum was always busy, but living above the flower shop, it seldom felt as if she was that far away. When she was out delivering, Grandma would come and take care of the shop as well as taking care of me, which must have been a challenge when I was very young. But I only have good memories of that time, such as they are, in all their likely inaccuracies. Grandma was very concerned about bringing me up properly, so I may have had more in common with my own mother than with my peers as far as that goes.


Grandma herself had been brought up in quite a strict Methodist household, but explained to me on many occasions that she didn’t go for religion at all and when she left home she rebelled against any kind of higher authority. Although she passed this on to Mum and to me, I later felt she was strict in what I thought was a kind of Methodist tradition, just without the church trimmings. She would ration things like tv (not more than 3/4 hour per evening), Dundee fruitcake (only one and a half slices at teatime), Weetabix (just two and only for breakfast), wearing shoes in the house (restricted to the entrance corridor, after that, only slippers please) and all sorts of other, seemingly random choices. I was powerless to protest about any of this until I was in my teens, and sensing that it was going to be hopeless anyway, she made much less of it from then onwards.


Widowed Grandma never remarried. I felt sure she would have done in our time, but she chose not to through a sense of duty and loyalty, never having had another real male friend according to what my Mum remembers. Her husband, John, had come back from the war with severe injuries, both physical and mental, as she would explain. As a bomb disposal expert, he had been subject to all sorts of dangerous situations. It was ‘learning by doing’ when he was first assigned to the job, Grandma would explain to me. Which was a very dangerous way to learn and early on he lost a number of colleagues through accidental deaths. Removing nitroglycerine was very laborious and another danger, and it was sometimes impossible not to inhale the fumes, despite protection. This gave him lasting and constant breathing problems. She never really expected him to last for very long, so that when he died in 1955 she was absurdly grateful that he had managed to hang on for that long according to what Mum told me. They had known each other from a young age, and for Grandma, it was a deliberate choice to remain loyal to him after they'd been married as soon as they could towards the end of the war.


“John made an enormous effort to stay alive. First during the war and then later with me,” she would often say at teatime and wipe away a tear. This to me was in clear contradiction to the strong, resolute woman that I was used to, and I didn’t ask her for more details. But it cemented a strong connection to my mother too, as we both had to manage much of life without a dad around.


Mum seemed to keep to the same rules herself, in a default kind of way. It seemed like a habit to me, but if she suspected I was trying to manipulate her by saying “Grandma said I could” - whatever it happened to be - it backfired because she knew exactly what Grandma allowed and what she didn’t. Mum was loving towards me, even though she wasn’t often particularly demonstrative about it. She used to tell me how guilty she felt towards me as a child, for neglecting me, even though I didn’t feel at all neglected. Grandma was always there, I was never really left to my own devices. Nowadays I wonder if she felt guilty because she seldom hugged or kissed me, but the relationship we all had, if not conventional, felt fine to me. I didn’t miss a dad, or a grandad for that matter.


In fact I didn’t catch on for quite a while that a man was missing in our household so I pretty much grew up thinking that females were the stronger sex. As Grandpa had died in the 50s, even Mum had only fading memories of him. But he was still a major influence on my life. I used to spend hours looking through Grandma’s photo albums. Pictures of him in his soldier’s uniform fascinated me. But he had also been a keen amateur photographer and I spent hours poring over old prints in his carefully assembled album collection. His negatives were equally interesting and the darkroom that he had set up in their basement was still potentially in working condition and as soon as Grandma let me loose, I would later reprint his stock, thumbing first through books to work out how to dilute the developer and mix the hypo for fixing the prints. She had kept everything under wraps, so when we carefully removed them, the equipment underneath was still in pristine condition.


I loved it down in the basement, it gave me a perfect excuse to visit Grandma’s place, ten minutes from the shop. It took me a long time to pluck up the courage to actually use his camera equipment, although I would often lovingly play with it. When he died, Grandpa left plenty of unexposed roll films as well as some exposed and undeveloped films too. I knew one day I would develop them, but I wanted to feel confident in my abilities first. Everything was out of date by 35 years at least, but it wasn’t going to put me off trying.


At 14 I joined a local photographic club and learned some practical tricks of the trade, so that I finally took the plunge and began to develop some of the films that had been waiting for processing since the nineteen-fifties. They turned out reasonably well if a little grainy, but I’d been warned about that owing to their age. Most of the subject matter I had often come across among his archives. Birling Gap, Beachy Head, the Seven Sisters, all of which had skies in various stages of darkness. By this time I realised he had been experimenting with the yellow, orange and red filters that were in his camera bag. The red filter effect was the most dramatic, increasing the contrast between sky and clouds. I also noticed that he had used a tripod with the red filter, because of the increase in exposure time. The first shots in the series had camera shake and after that, they were pin sharp. So that was why he had written “+ 3 stops: tripod!” on the red filter case. Nice one, Grandpa, thank you! My first practical lesson in photography was being passed down through generations.


It was time to expose some of the remaining stock. Encouraged by the quality of the results so far, I thought I’d put some of the knowledge gained from each source into practice. The film stock had become quite stiff which made it somewhat difficult to load into the camera. It was a twin-lens reflex Rolleiflex and we were finally good to go. I treated it with reverence, a status that I thought it deserved. Despite its age the shutter and mechanics generally were working well. I packed the red filter, the exposure meter and the tripod and made for the bus stop, to take me to Ditchling Beacon for its first outing. All I did was shoot pictures of clouds over the Downs, and when the twelve exposures were full, made my way home again in excited anticipation.


The developing tank had space for two films, so I loaded one of the other films that was lying around undeveloped. Hanging up the still wet film, I noticed that my mother and grandmother were both featured on the old film. There was also a shot with a boy about Mum’s age at the time, maybe 4 or 5 years old. I printed that one up first and brought it home to show Mum.


“Who’s that Mum?” I asked her. She looked at it in a non-committal way and said she thought it was a neighbour that she used to play with.


“No, I can’t remember his name.”


“So he’s not my Dad, then?” She just gave me a withering look, so not much point in pursuing that avenue, I realised.


............................


I badgered Mum on many occasions to tell me who my father was. I had this idea that as she had had a vague connection to musicians, my dad might have been a Rolling Stone. Her connection to rock music, such as it was, came from once delivering flowers backstage at an Elton John concert when he played Brighton, but I thought she must have had an affair with Keith Richards at least.


“Or what about Brian Jones?” I asked her. “He had children all over the place!”


“He died before you were born, silly!”


She never let on and humoured my various suggestions with patience most of the time. I gave up asking when I was about 16 or 17, thinking she must have had her reasons. I even wondered whether Grandma really knew who had fathered me, as her answers appeared based more on ignorance than secrecy. But at least Grandpa had a personality that I could identify with. His image was one that I felt close to, when the void of the missing father sometimes did feel in need of some sort of fulfilment. I would have imaginary conversations with him while I sifted through the negatives. Sometimes I imagined him in my dreams, mostly in his role of safely disposing of bombs.


In our teens, Jay and I would talk quite a lot about families. He complained that his family was really boring. He had both parents and two older sisters. Susan, the oldest child, had already left home by then. I think she was more that 10 years older than Jay and they didn’t have much in common, seeing each other only on occasions like Christmas and sometimes birthdays. Susan got married in her early twenties and did something in administration for the Brighton Council. Her husband, George, worked at a bank and Jay thought that was really uncool, and he would make fun of him whenever he could. I was once a witness to Jay’s behaviour on a Christmas holiday, but George was able to give as good as he got. Better in fact. As I remember it, the conversation went something like this:


“George, do you find fulfilment in life by lending people money that they can’t afford for things they don’t need?”


I remember looking across at Susan, expecting her to look angry, yet she had an expression of satisfaction, knowing, no doubt, that George wouldn’t be too bothered by this feeble attack.


“Absolutely. We project their future and see what they can afford and understand their needs only too well. As you may know, I work mainly with mortgages and I think wanting a roof over your head is a definition of necessity.”


For Jay, provoking his brother-in-law was a sport, but he seldom came out on top. But it did give me a kind of insight into the complexity of family life. As for the middle sister, Jenny, even Jay had to admit she was cool. About three years his senior, she didn’t treat him with contempt when he asked questions about music, if she felt he was being sincere. Jenny’s interest was actually a bit of an anachronism, as at that time, folk music was about as out as you could get. She wasn’t in the least bit interested in current trends in music, we thought she was obsessed with Joan Baez whose guitar picking and chord choices became Jay’s first introduction to playing music himself. Indirectly, they also became my first introduction to do-it-yourself music.


Jay worked out the chords for ‘The night they drove old Dixie down’ with Jenny’s help while I was sitting in their basement. A simple tune with an easy beat, that I started tapping in time to it on the bar they used for occasional parties. We must have been 12 or 13 at the most, but Jay had this maniacal look in his eyes and said,


“Hey, you need to learn drumming! Then we can be pop stars and go out on the road!”


“Good idea, Jeff.” Jenny didn’t appear to be mocking her brother at all. “If you want to tell the world something you need to get out there and do it.”


I idolised Jenny in those days. I mean she was quite old, at sixteen, but I thought she was brilliant at everything she did, and I felt attracted to her despite the age difference. Her long, Joan Baez-like 60s hairstyle made her look quite romantic and the fact that she took her brother seriously was another point in her favour.


Jay himself preferred to treat it as mockery.


“Yeah, well you’d know all about that, of course!”


She left the room at that point commenting,


“Whatever.”


I couldn’t understand how he could treat his sister like that, but the rules of engagement simply didn’t relate to my experience in the world so far. Evidently siblings talk in code much of the time, I decided. After all, she wouldn’t have helped him with the chords if she didn’t….well what? Love him, I supposed that meant. I was insanely jealous at the thought of being loved by Jenny, and also realised the code enabled kindness to be shared without embarrassment. A disguise for an outsider perhaps, but the participants clearly understood their rules.


............................


Jay and I now had a mission, it was exciting to be a part of it. Walking around the village centre, we spotted a drum in a charity store going for so little money that even I could afford it. Turned out to be a snare drum on its own stand and they were glad to get rid of it. Little did I know that I was going to pay more for the drumsticks than for the drum, but there was no stopping us now. Jay had an acoustic guitar that Jenny no longer used, so with this minimum of equipment we set out to make a name for ourselves.


Compared to mine, Jay’s family was quite posh. His father was a GP and his mother a dentist. They drove Range Rovers and other posh vehicles. I think his mum had an open top Audi for a while. They played golf. But one thing they had in common with my own roots was a love for 60s music. Their basement room (or Cavern Club as his dad called it) blasted the same kind of material through enormous speakers as my own mother played at our home. So I could sing along with Dusty Springfield, the Beatles, Buddy Holly, Elvis, etc. with the best of them. Parties over at their house were probably quite tame but they seemed wild to me at the time. A couple of pallets, covered with an old carpet made a makeshift stage and sometimes Jenny played her latest folky number to critical parental appraisal.


Sometimes, even Roger (Jay’s dad) would get up and sing himself. No-one, apart from his wife had the courage to tell him how hard it was on the ears, but it was usually connected to the amount of wine consumed, so he was more or less immune to criticism and just had a good laugh. Mum came with me from time to time and she mostly enjoyed herself as well. She hardly ever drank to excess, except on one occasion I remember her removing her shoes to sing along with Sandie Shaw’s ‘Always something there to remind me' and taking her home somewhat tipsy afterwards, we crossed the school playing fields on the way home to our shop and I had to be careful that she didn’t fall over. Hanging on to me as if she was blind drunk, though I thought it really couldn’t be that bad, it was a moment I thoroughly enjoyed. Maybe she found it easier to be physically close to me in that state. We got stuck in a muddy patch while crossing the field, and she seemed to think it was hilarious to stand there in a dry patch while I retrieved he left shoe from the mud. I cherished that evening for a long time.


The worst thing about those evenings was when they would all sing along with those 60s hits, apparently unaware of how jarring it was to hear at high volume through their speakers along with their own voices through mics that Roger had set up for the purpose. It was my home from home, or family from family, you might say, and made me realise posh people weren’t so very different from us.


............................


But our musical careers was extremely slow in starting. We increased our repertoire somewhat and managed recognisable versions of ‘Billie Jean’, ‘Every breath you take’ and other 80s hits, but it got a bit hard to motivate each other as it was just the two of us. Once we played at the ‘Cavern’ in front of some of Jenny’s friends and it really didn’t go down well. Comments like “Don’t give up your day jobs, guys!” were all we needed to hear to consider giving the whole episode up. Which we did for a while. School demanded more of our time when we began attending 6th form college and it was easier to concentrate more on art and A-levels than music for a while.


Career advice at school was hopeless, unless you were lucky enough to hear about a professional coming to talk. We both attended a talk with an advertising executive who spoke about design, marketing and copywriting, which was a lot more up our street. Very approachable, he stayed for a while afterwards talking to us informally. He spent a while explaining how photographers make a living in advertising and at 17, it helped me make a decision to consider turning my hobby into something that would become a career that I thought I’d enjoy.


We both applied to Brighton’s Art College and were accepted. It was great to be able stay together. Jay was the brother I never had and as my best mate we were probably closer than most brothers. From trips through the neighbourhood on our BMX bikes or working out how to cover our favourite bands, speculating about girls from school or just hanging out together aimlessly, but holding very important discussions, we were pretty much inseparable for an impressive number of years. We were looking forward to Brighton, a really cool town compared to our village life in Hurst. The outside world was waiting to be discovered and we could hardly wait.





3. Relationships


It was end of term, our final year at college, June 1993. We had received our various hard-earned diplomas and decided to go out with a whole group after our graduation ceremony and celebrate at the King and Queen. A big place, with plenty of space for others from outside college to join us. Including Mike’s younger sister, Geraldine. Oh boy, she was gorgeous. We had never met before and Mike had never made a particular secret about her but she was training to be a nurse so there weren’t many opportunities to have met up, except for this one, our big final booze up before entering the real world.


My plan was to look for a proper job, although jobs in photography often would go straight to friends and contacts without being advertised, but I had already secured a six month paid internship at a good London studio beginning the following week. Looking at Geraldine temporarily drained my interest in London. It also ruined my interest in beer, for that night, at least. I just wanted to talk to her, and to my surprise, she had heard about me from Mike and was quite willing to sit apart from the others and have a private conversation with me. She had wavy chestnut hair, a mouth full of such regular teeth that a smile would stop you in your tracks and green eyes full of secrets and promise. After a number of unsuccessful relationships and pointless flirts that had left me feeling empty, Gerry was the suggestion of fullness, satisfaction, excitement.
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