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            INTRODUCTION – KERRY HADLEY-PRYCE

         

         Seven or eight years ago, I counted myself lucky to get hold of a copy this novel. To read something like this for the first time was – is – a visceral experience. Even then, my copy of the novel was battered, with pages the colour of parchment, or as if dipped in murky water, or affected by smoke. Now it’s even more battered, the tips of some pages folded over, phrases underlined, annotations written in pencil here and there and on the inside cover. I’m looking at that copy now and thinking Nicholas Royle, Joel’s friend and agent, would not be impressed. But, you know, I think Joel would be fine with it. I say this because it feels right that his writing should be savoured, read slowly, teased out, studied. See, it’s the use of, shall we say, ‘place’ as a narrative element in this novel that is so striking. I say ‘place’ with a wry smile, because we’re talking about Birmingham and the Black Country here, the latter being somewhere many wrongly think of as a suburb of the former. The confusion is not appreciated by either. True, isn’t it, that the likes of London and New York have tended to dominate much fiction? But though he was born in Exeter in 1963, most of Joel’s life was spent in Birmingham, and for him, there was a West Midlands culture that was creative, inventive, and there was a folklore evoked by the railways and canals. Just as important to him, was a particular kind of peristaltic darkness about the region, which seeped into its music – the heavy metal sounds of Black Sabbath, then there’s The Wonder Stuff, Ned’s Atomic Dustbin and Pop Will East Itself, for instance – that echoes an industrial and solid, no-nonsenseness. You’ll feel that sensation here in From Blue to Black. You might even think you’re reading a novel about music. You might think that, but music’s just part of the complex map of this novel where Joel’s political discontent, great belief in the region, and his artistic (dark) visions meet to form a kind of Foucaultian heterotopia in which the focus is on the region’s capability to transcend historical, cultural and moral acts.

         True enough, as you’ll see, the novel charts the aspirations of the members of a Birmingham rock band called Triangle, and the relationship between the protagonist, David, and the band’s frontman, Karl. But this novel looks beyond that, with a particular psychogeographic underpinning, delving deeper into the darker ‘noir’ here at the truth and lies of life and relationships, and at the cost of things, politically and emotionally. The characters spend time walking – sometimes apparently aimlessly, sometimes not so much – through Digbeth and Erdington, Yardley and Kings Heath, but David’s first glimpse of the Black Country is significant. He sees Smethwick through the window of a train and ‘a high factory wall [that] had been sprayed with the jagged SS logo and the message KEEP BRITAIN WHITE’. Then, ‘At Stourbridge, the outer wall of the station was sprayed with ENOCH FOR PM’. It’s this first sight of the Black Country landscape that creates the backdrop of unrest, and in itself is an overt political comment that sets you, reader, up for an unsteady experience. The ‘dark visions’ continue with characters David and Karl walking through Stourbridge town. Here, the mention of ‘The sign CANAL STREET pointed to a narrow gap between two factory buildings’ sees Karl transmute into a suspended state, in transition, between borders himself, looking into the past as if he has passed into another space within the place. And as Karl and David walk, a sense of transubstantiation takes place where the change in the backdrop operates as a change of substance and thinking by Karl. The narrative style here, of listing sensory descriptions moves the reader into that zone of heterotopia, opposing the ordinary with the extraordinary in a contradiction of sensations: ‘One factory was open, the front rolled up to reveal a huge, gloomy interior with hanging electric lamps, grimy skylights, machines grinding and wheezing like decaying organs… “Nothing much has changed here,” Karl said. “They try to build anything new, it falls apart. But the old shit remains. It’s like a charm.”’

         The effect of contradiction, through the blend of fact (that is to say the existence of Canal Street in real life) and fiction continues as the two men walk, and the act of walking in that particular space within the place seems to initiate meditations, and reconstructed memories of Karl’s experiences there.

         Joel’s fascination with a sense of ‘edgeland’, both in terms of characters who occupy the periphery of identities, and of untapped, transgressive landscapes, becomes clearer with the description of David and Karl’s walking in the Black Country. They’re repetitious descriptions of the industrial meeting the rural: ‘…the blackened factory landscape’ alongside ‘Overhanging trees… murky water… the whispering of the river across the strip of overgrown woodland.’ But it’s also the place where truth meets lies. This portrayal of place through an echolalic narrative that reflects and confirms the fusion of mental and physical space, together with factual topographical references to, for example, the canal, the scrap yard and the River Stour are supplemented by David’s reaction to the psychological impact the place has on Karl. The darkness deepens even further through the simple sensory intensity of Karl’s dialogue. He says, ‘“This place is strange, isn’t it? Like a bit of wilderness. It’s one of those points you’d use for reference when drawing a map – to set the contour lines or whatever.”’ And: ‘“This place is getting torn apart,” he said. “Tower blocks, expressways, building over the past. I’m glad. I used to stand here and think nothing could ever change.”’ This repressed history of Karl’s has been written over by him, though the readers – you –  are yet to know the details. It forms a traumatic fascination with the dark side of his own experiences there, as well as the transtemporal link between him and David, and so to a connection with the you, the reader. Karl’s nebulous sense of attachment and his resulting connection with the Black Country presents him as restlessly reimagining events, linking his psychical creative processes to the particular physical topography of ‘wilderness’ that is ‘strange’, forming a further link between him and that heavy metal music of the region. In fact, he says. ‘“That’s why music is so vital to me. It’s a way of being alone. Sending messages. Without that, we’re all trapped in the dark. None of it means anything.”’

         Karl’s dependence on music is, then, inextricably linked not just to the landscape of the Black Country, but to the things that happened to him there, forming a strange and unsettling psychological dependency. This essentially psychogeographic effect develops further because of the narrative description of Stourbridge as a bleak, ruined place with the potential to be dangerous. The flurry of intense description runs over seven pages in the novel, and results in a depiction of the Black Country – or specifically, Stourbridge, and more specifically, the canal and river there – as the embodiment of evil, a mix of misery and pain. The otherworldliness of the place, however, is really only revealed when the truth – or rather, what is given to be the truth – is told at the end of the novel. 

         The way in which space is conveyed in Joel’s representation of Stourbridge is through the defining aspects of the contradictory or paradoxical combinations of life and death, love and loss, sanity and insanity, violence and desire, success and failure, and yes, truth and lies. A significant feature of the Black Country, in real life, is its refusal to be considered part of Birmingham – its refusal, actually, to be pinned down and precisely defined. Such contradictions form a vagueness that you might say Joel uses to show how characters, particularly Karl, battle in an effort to feed their creativity, and make sense of who they are or who they are reconstructing themselves to be. The experience of the Black Country, for Karl, is overwhelming. Vicariously, for David too.

         I should say here – I should confess – that I am from that place in the West Midlands that Joel refers to in this novel: the Black Country. I should also say that I walk those streets, and that canal towpath every day, that I have a connection with the project involved in the renovation of the ‘derelict house and the half-demolished workshop’, that this morning, approaching from the riverside, the December ‘air in front of me was webbed with fine cracks’, and it struck me that what Joel Lane has done in this novel, possibly inadvertently, is to produce a strange love song to the Black Country with the darkest, most unsettling kind of  music at its core.

         I counted myself lucky to get hold of a copy of this novel and read it through for the first time years ago. Now, here it is, republished by Influx Press, and you’re the lucky one.

         
             

         

         Kerry Hadley-Pryce

         Stourbridge

         December, 2021

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            feedback

         

         
            Do the hours crawl

            As you wait for the light?

            Then call my name

            In the long still night

            — Gallon Drunk

         

         It was the end of summer. A bloodshot moon hung above the tall houses in Salisbury Road, giving faint doubles to the shadows of trees. Across the road, the lights of a housing estate floated in empty air. I’d walked up to Moseley from the Bristol Road. A car backfired; a dog barked in response. Outside the off-licence on the Alcester Road, two drunks were being handled into a police van. One had blood all down the left side of his face like a birthmark. Up ahead, the external lamps of the Jug of Ale made its outline just visible.

         Inside it was busy, but not full. The effect of brass chandeliers and varnished oak banisters clashed with the line of TV screens, all showing the same images, above the bar. ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ was playing on the jukebox. It was all you ever heard that summer. One of the walls was completely covered with little posters announcing past and future gigs in the upstairs room. And tonight’s band, Triangle: three silhouetted faces in a black triangle like a halflit warning sign. The bar served Copperhead cider, which was good news. I took my pint upstairs, where the posters were older and the light thinner. They stamped my hand with a red symbol when I paid at the door.

         The support band went by the name of Silent Majority. Four pallid youngsters in tank-tops, the kind you’d see providing atmosphere at any of the small city-centre venues. The vocalist’s fringe was enough to get them signed to Creation Records. The melodic frame of each song was a keyboard figure, a pattern of light on the murky waves of guitar and percussion. The voice was in there somewhere, but either it was mixed too far down or the singer was waiting for his testicles to drop. He left the stage first, followed by the guitarist, leaving the keyboard player and the drummer to play out a solemn and vaguely unsettling coda. They didn’t come back to watch Triangle play. Maybe they were shooting up in the toilets before riding their motorcycles out of town in search of further excitement. More likely, they had homework to do.

         In the interval, I drank more red cider and reflected gloomily on the staleness of the provincial music scene. like those chain pubs that fabricated an Irish or Yankee or Somerset identity without ever deviating from the blueprint, new bands were judged purely by the ease with which they reminded you of something else. In every sense, karaoke was replacing live music. Australian cover bands were drawing bigger audiences in Britain than most real bands. What I loved about small-venue gigs was the sense of reality – of music being made rather than just performed. You accepted the flaws for the sake of those unexpected moments when it all came together. Imitation was distance: a screen, a code. It kept you on the outside. Why was that what people seemed to need?

         By the time Triangle started playing I was fairly drunk. Predictably enough, there were three of them. The vocalist was a thin, dark-haired man with a faint Irish accent. He played guitar with a rawness that contrasted with the cold intensity of his voice. The bass player was as anonymous as all bass players. Each song ended with the drummer picking his way through the rubble of feedback. The singer’s voice rose and fell nervously in the chaos, never quite breaking through. Several tracks used reverb to sound like the echoes of violence or applause. There was a song called ‘Third Flight’, about a fight in a tower block; and another about some kind of terrified fugue state – The half-silvered window / That means I can’t see you / The pane you watch me through / The pain you keep me in / The frozen point of view. The crowd applauded uneasily. This was too strange for them.

         Later in the set, the tracks became longer and more complete. A kind of love song had the singer staring into the darkness overhead: There’s a mask of silence in your face / It keeps me waiting in this place / Where the house is three bricks high / Between still and moving water / The grass is never dry. The bass rose steadily behind the harsher chords of the lead guitar, finally engulfing it in a wave of close-knit sound. It was an effect borrowed from Joy Division’s ‘Dead Souls’; but here, there was something almost sexual about it. A sense of being taken over, not quite by force.

         The set ended with ‘The Answer’, their only single, which I’d bought a few weeks earlier. On the Relent label. It was a slow, brooding track that never quite reached a focus on record. Live, its last verse went up in flames, burning into a jagged instrumental coda that owed more to atonality than volume. Karl played as if in a dream; he seemed calmer now, less on edge. That kind of finale always means more to the band than the audience. It ended suddenly, Triangle walking off with their guitars and sticks as though intending to play on in the next room. The applause was muted but lasting.

         There was still time for a drink, though a lock-in was unlikely in a pub on the Alcester Road. The back of the room was clotted with smoke. It reminded me of the friend’s bedsit where I’d lost my virginity to the sound of Astral Weeks. The audience was full of people I knew by sight, mostly from other gigs. There was a short girl with a halo of spiky black hair and eyeliner as heavy as dark glasses; she and her boyfriend, a stoop-shouldered mime artist with hair like rain, were in a thrash band I’d seen at least a year before. I didn’t expect Triangle to show up in the bar; they were too precious, too non-Brummie, for that, local boys or not. Then I turned away from the bar, a full pint in my hand, and almost walked into Karl Austin.

         He was a couple of inches taller than me, with a skullcap of black curly hair that looked impatient to grow into chaos. Close up, I could see the hollows carved into his cheeks, the coal-dust shadow along his jawline. He was somewhere below thirty and good-looking in an angular, Celtic way. A few feet behind him, the rest of Triangle were hastily necking Diamond White from glittering bottles. Karl raised a glass of some pale spirit to his mouth and swallowed hard. I bit my lip. ‘Hi. That was quite a gig.’

         Karl smiled. He had good teeth, but his smile was tilted as if ashamed of them. ‘Ta. David Pelsall, isn’t it? Glad you could make it.’

         ‘Martin said you wanted to talk to me.’ Martin was a local music journalist, film critic and mutual friend. He’d phoned me that weekend.

         Karl’s dark eyes grazed across mine. Then he pointed with his thumb towards the bass player. ‘Steve here is fucking off to Bristol. New job. Martin told me you were between bands. I wondered…’ He must have seen me with Blue Away on one of our better nights, I realised: when the booze was lighting us up instead of burning us out.

         ‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Yeah.’ Triangle seemed a bit self-indulgent to me. But Karl had something, a real voice and a presence, however crowded out by ghosts. With a harder sound, they might be really disturbing. In any case, I was doing what I always do when praised: backing off. It’s because I have an ego like a starving fox, and have to fight to stop it eating me from the inside.

         Karl shrugged. Then he reached inside his black denim jacket and pulled out a tape. ‘Listen. See what you think. If you’re interested, give us a ring. The number’s on the inlay card. Like, soon.’ He placed the cassette box in my hand. It was a blank tape with a typewritten list of tracks.

         ‘Cheers,’ I said. ‘Glad to have heard you play.’ His fingers brushed my sleeve; I felt a brief rush of anticipation. As I downed my pint (only the third, but it was strong stuff), the corners of Triangle gathered together and returned to the outside world. The Goth pair from The Vacant Lot went with them. When I left the pub, alone, it was colder than it had been for months. Invisible rain smeared the lamplight and whispered like a drummer’s brush on the roofs of cars. Reflected light hung thickly overhead, trapped between the clouds and the city, blanking out the stars.

         ————

         The stretch of the Bristol Road between the University and Cannon Hill is fairly lonely at night. One end is the student ghetto: a cluster of second-hand bookshops, small record shops and Balti restaurants. The houses are mostly divided up into bedsits. The other end is a provisional red light district hemmed in by police and local vigilantes, an arrangement as mobile as the cars that set it up. In between, there’s a mile of silence; trees lining the road like huge tattered feathers, shaking in the wind. The scale of it, the repetition, always made me feel lost.

         It was past nine o’clock. Rain was scratching the discs of light around the streetlamps. The fallen leaves were black. Wearing headphones after dark is asking for trouble. But there was nobody around. I had the Triangle demo tape on my Walkman. It seemed to echo all around me: the hollow, insistent drums; the two conflicting guitars, one scratchy and one fluid. I was trying to follow the bassline, hear its role in the structure of each track. But Karl’s voice kept distracting me. His vocals were too wired for the music. I started trying to rethink the band’s sound, making it more abrasive and stark; not so textured. But how would he feel about that?

         His voice in my head brought other things: his stark expression, the way his fingers curled round a guitar neck or a glass. The mixture of fear and excitement I’d seen in his face, then felt when he touched me. As if something of him could be transmitted by contact.

         Just before the traffic lights on the edge of Cannon Hill, I saw a rain-blurred figure coming towards me slowly. Was he drunk, or was the wind so strong he could hardly push through it? As he got closer his face didn’t seem to clarify. I thought he was going to walk straight into me, but I couldn’t bring him into focus. Then his dark eyes locked on mine. For some reason I thought it was Karl, though his build was wrong. I stopped dead, fumbling for the Off button of my Walkman. Then somehow he passed me without getting any closer. You know how sometimes a gust of wind can bring the rain together so it makes a twisted shape and almost casts a shadow? It was like that. But rain doesn’t have a face. I walked on as ‘The Answer’ plunged into chaos, the voice melting into feedback and atonal beats.

         The tape ended in a faint hiss, a click. Overhead, trees broke up the lamplight into streaks. I thought of the band on stage: the stillness between tracks. It was cold out here, further from the buildings. I looked ahead, then back the way I’d come. In both directions, the road was empty.

         ————

         We’d arranged to meet at Brindleyplace, a new development of the canal walkway off Broad Street. In early evening, with its image not yet fixed by electric light, it was a hollow bit of scenery. One side of the canal had been folded back into an arc of restaurants, cafés, and wine bars, each one themed: Chicago Exchange, Via Vita, Shogun Teppan-Yaki, Café Rouge. The bridges across the water were also variously styled: cheap metallic pastiches of Italian, French and Chinese bridge designs I felt sure I’d seen in illustrated books. Old-fashioned lamps were suspended from the walls. The canal surface was dark, rippled and clean. Gusts of wind brushed highlights through it. When you looked up you could see the Hyatt Hotel with its distorted slate-grey reflection of Broad Street, as if the building itself were a canal.

         I crossed a bridge and a deserted restaurant car park to reach the pub, which had entrances at two levels. Upstairs was a large-windowed circle with video games and a CD jukebox. Downstairs was a little darker and smokier. It was a Firkin pub, so the bar staff all had T-shirts with the message I’M A FIRKIN BAR STEWARD and other jokes too hilarious to be read safely on a full bladder. A short spiral staircase led down to the basement bar, where bands played on Friday nights. The brick framework around the bar was covered with gig notices and reviews from the sixties: The Animals, The Rolling Stones, The Grateful Dead.

         Karl was already there. He bought me a vodka. In the halflight he looked like a charcoal sketch, the darkness of his hair and eyes marked crudely on his pale skin. ‘How are you?’ he said.

         ‘Okay. Tired like. Some problems at work.’ My manager was on holiday; the manager of the production department, a thin bully with a rather fragile sense of his own masculinity, had taken the opportunity to haul us over the coals about things he’d invented. The whole situation felt unreal. ‘You?’

         ‘Fine.’ He looked edgy and hollow. ‘You know, I saw you playing with Blue Away last year. You were the only good thing in it. Somehow, I’d never seen the bass player as being in control, not just an accessory. So you’re not making a living from music?’

         ‘Well, I tried. But the police moved me on.’ The basement bar was slowly filling up; the support band would be on soon. A Nick Cave album was echoing through the smoky air, making the room seem larger than it was. ‘Thanks for the demo tape. It’s impressive. A bit frightening, when you’re close to the sound. Like it’s coming from somewhere else.’ I didn’t know how else to describe what had happened, the figure in the rain.

         ‘It is, I think. Listen, I want to record an album. Those songs and some new ones. I think we’ve got a chance to …’ He pressed his knuckles against his mouth. ‘To make a record that means something. We’ll be gigging a little, just to get some attention. When Steve told me he was leaving, I thought of you. We need a harder edge. You agree?’

         ‘Yeah, I do. But a bass player can’t provide that. I mean, I’d like to be involved, but maybe you want another lead guitarist who can take over the playing while you sing. Your guitar playing’s fine in principle, but…’

         ‘Technically, I’m shit. Martin said you were honest. Tactless cunt was the phrase he used. Look, I need more practice, yes. But I know the sound I want. Virtuoso rock guitarists around here all want to be fucking Jimmy Page. I want musicians, not heroes.’ He gave me a look of such pain that it was clear he didn’t want to be the hero either. There was no point in trying to see through him, I realised. He wasn’t transparent.

         We carried on drinking steadily through the support band’s mostly electronic set. They were shit, but we didn’t resume our conversation until they had finished. People who talk during gigs are like the kind of people who talk during films. They should be dragged out into a shadowy hallway and garrotted, silently. Karl was drinking neat Bushmills; I was drinking Vladivar, for want of anything better. It was so warm in the crowded bar that the ice melted before you’d finished the glass.

         During the interval, we talked about rehearsals and recording sessions. I had only fuzzy memories of studio work, rushed through on a minimal budget; it had paid my rent for a few months, but the serious contract never came. Karl didn’t strike me as the commercial type, despite his talent. But it was hard to work and not get paid. I swallowed my doubts and let the atmosphere of the gig, with its echoes of the past and its largely teenage audience, do my imagining for me.

         The Vacant Lot might have been playing the same set as a year before; it was hard to tell. The singer whispered and screamed in a claustrophobic voice, while the band thrashed out a dense, percussive storm. The lines are dead, the screens are blank / You’ve only got yourself to thank. She was very pale, her hair dyed black, her eyes a deep undersea blue. I couldn’t guess her age. The drummer, her boyfriend, was in perfect accord with the sort of dark Gothic punk she was trying to create; but the two male guitarists buried everything under dull sheets of metal. At the end, she stood with her eyes closed and let the other three wrap themselves around her silence. There was no encore.

         It was only ten-thirty. Half the audience stayed to drink; and after a few minutes, The Vacant Lot joined us. While the drummer was at the bar, Diane walked up to me and Karl. ‘Hello, darling.’ She kissed Karl briefly on the mouth. Offstage, her voice was pure Brummie. ‘Who’s this lovely young man?’

         ‘That’s my new bass player,’ Karl said, putting the faintest emphasis on the word my. ‘He was in Blue Away. But they, er…’

         Diane smiled at me. She had perfect but rather broad teeth. ‘What, a blues musician, Karl? Is your new album going to turn into Jazz Odyssey?’

         ‘Is yours going to turn into Smell the Glove?’ We all found this intensely funny. Alcohol does that sometimes. Diane wished him good luck before turning back to the bar, where the long-haired youth was waiting with two ominously dark pints. Karl drained a double whiskey in one slow gulp, shuddered, then said ‘Let’s go.’

         Outside, the buildings looked much older than before. The moon was so bright, the clouds seemed to pass behind it. We walked along the renovated canal towpath under the pale lanterns. The water seemed on the point of reflecting something. Above us, drunken youths in white shirts laughed and argued with a kind of exhausted violence, like brass trumpets. ‘I used to go out with Diane,’ Karl said. ‘We’re still close. She’s too good for that band. But she wants noise. The sound of conflict. Discord. It’s what we all want. You agree?’

         ‘Well, maybe. They’re still crap, though.’ We were walking under the main bridge, taxis swarming up Broad Street above our heads. Down here, everything was still and quiet. I could see a jetty full of inert barges and narrowboats; a tall factory building with an advert for Bobby Brown’s nightclub painted on its wall. ‘Who are you involved with these days?’

         He turned, fixing me with his bleak eyes. ‘I don’t know. No one really, but…’ He shook his head. ‘Never mind. What about you, David?’ If he’d talked to Martin, he probably knew everything about me. Martin was like that. But I told him about Adrian, the graphic designer I’d been living with until early summer, who’d left me for an arrogant bridge-playing American. What still ached, like a dislocation that hadn’t quite gone back into place, was the months of trying to believe his promises. The bad faith, the plastic displays of honesty, the despair, the empty bottles… it’s a really tedious story. ‘I should have known better at the start. You can tell a man’s soul from his record collection. Adrian was into Genesis. And Mike Oldfield.’

         ‘Fucking hell.’ Karl was genuinely shocked. ‘At least you won’t be reminded of him whenever you go to the pub. Did he come from a small town?’ I nodded, surprised. ‘It used to be like that in Stourbridge when I was growing up. People in love with their childhood, some whimsical English dream.’ He put his hand on my shoulder. We were standing under another bridge, the canal beyond us shadowed by industrial buildings, the water no longer visible. ‘Are you cold?’ I realised I was shivering. He embraced me gently. I could smell whiskey on his breath, other people’s smoke on his cotton shirt.

         ‘Karl.’ I felt the damp stone behind my back. ‘Don’t do this to be kind to me.’

         His grip shifted, his hands stroking my back and shoulders. A faint smell of rot clung to the wall, like the smell of a wooden pavilion or a forest after rain. ‘I’m not,’ he said. ‘I’m doing this because I want to. I’ll stop if you want.’ I said nothing. After a few seconds he put his hands on my neck and kissed me. Our mouths locked together. His tongue probed, asking questions.

         Broad Street was packed: an unstable, directionless mass of youngsters in search of taxis or nightclubs or a fight. Karl and I made our way with practised caution towards the city centre, stepping around fresh wounds of vomit. Black cabs were clustered in the roadway; between them, the crowd broke up into twos and threes. We decided to try New Street Station instead. In the subway we stole a quick kiss like teenagers, though neither of us was into nostalgia. Romance fucks your taste. Navigation Street was littered with chip wrappers and half-eaten kebabs, beggars searching through the round waste bins. Teenage girls sat on the wall above the railway line, yellow light reflecting from their pale stomachs and thighs. A cluster of Birmingham City fans outside the Gents were failing to keep right on to the end of the song. The toilet was closed for the night, but a few of them didn’t seem to have noticed. There was a long queue at the taxi-rank. Still, it was a queue.

         ————

         Dawn light soaked through the red curtains of my studio flat. Karl’s sleeping face was darker, flecked with ash. He opened his eyes and reached for me. I could still taste whiskey in his mouth. My hands traced the shape of his lean body under my own, testing his reality. We’d both been too drunk to make love the night before, and sobering up had brought a painfully tense excitement. Karl whispered in my ear. I turned him round, half on his side, and reached for the packet of condoms. When I entered him he spread his arms, as if preparing to fly. I gripped his wrists and pressed my mouth against the back of his neck. Our legs curled and kicked under the blue duvet with its pattern of roses. Suddenly, Karl froze. ‘Are you okay?’ He was breathing slowly, reluctantly. His whole body was tense. I withdrew from him. He pulled his arms against his chest and curled into a foetal position. ‘Karl, what’s wrong?’

         His face, twisting on his neck towards me, was blank. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ He pulled me onto him and lifted his knees, his back arching as we embraced.

         ‘Go on.’ He stared into my eyes, the panic screened by desire. ‘It’s okay now.’ I never tried to screw him from behind again.

         ————

         Hours later, we stumbled through the shower and the reclaiming of our muddled clothes before admitting daylight into the room. I cooked toast and scrambled eggs while Karl browsed through my collection of records and tapes, muttering approval or disgust at each discovery. ‘David. Put this on.’ It was Felt’s The Splendour of Fear. Maurice Deebank’s taut guitar playing shone like a thread of mercury in the dusty flat. We talked about music, Triangle, our day jobs. Karl was restless. ‘Let’s go for a walk. It’s too good a day to spend indoors.’ I wondered if he was trying to put some distance between us and the night. But he seemed quite at ease in my company, as if sleeping with me were part of a band rehearsal.

         Outside, a faintly golden sun flickered through a gauze of cloud, like a reflection in still water. We walked through Cannon Hill Park and up Salisbury Road, where the trees were caught in a slow-motion fire. Sex and lack of sleep made my senses mysteriously acute: I saw every thread and current of the slow light, smelt the traffic and the dead leaves, heard the bruised voices of pigeons like accident victims waking up. The world seemed about to reveal itself to me. On the Alcester Road, Karl gripped my arm. ‘David, I’d better go.’ A bus was turning the corner a hundred yards away, framed by rusting trees. ‘I’ve got to go home and change,’ he said. ‘I’m going to see my daughter.’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            accessories

         

         
            And we tried so hard

            And we looked so good

            And we lived our lives in black

            — The Jesus and Mary Chain

         

         What do you get if you cross a drummer with a musician? A bass player. The music world is full of dismally tuneless vocalists and patchy, ego-ridden guitarists. Yet it’s the rhythm section who get blamed for everything. We’re the dead weight, the fellow travellers, the accessories. We’re only in the band because our dad let the band rehearse in his garage. We’re boring on stage and useless in bed. We guzzle the rider and mistake our own dandruff for cocaine. Low notes, low-slung belts, lowlife.

         The bassline rarely dominates a track, but it’s often a foundation. Listen to the early New Order songs: the way Peter Hook’s stark, hollow chords build up a feeling of tension and menace, pushing the other instruments from the back. Or the way Simon Gallup makes The Cure’s fragile song structures whole, and the way it all turns to dust without him. The bass guitar earths a track the way sex earths a love affair: without it, the other elements don’t work. I don’t mind being faceless. Much.

         That autumn, Karl wanted us to focus on writing and rehearsing new material. We’d do a few gigs in the New Year, to road-test the tracks before we recorded the album. Triangle’s contract with Relent Records wasn’t exactly a living wage. Karl had this idea that the music needed to express how the band lived, what we felt about our lives. His relationship with me was a part of that; so getting to know each other was tied up with being in Triangle. In retrospect, that was manipulative. But aren’t most love affairs a means to an end? I don’t think Karl expected either the band or the relationship to go as far as they did, or he’d have kept them apart.

         We started rehearsing in a place called Canal Studios, near the big cemetery in Yardley. It was surrounded by light industry and cheap furniture shops. Karl and I often walked back through the graveyard, which was full of Celtic crosses, angels and saints. One toppled figure had fallen headfirst in the mud, like a soldier in a trench. Opposite the studios, the narrow river crossed a canal. A giant ribbed sewage pipe ran beneath the bridge, a few feet above the still water. Somehow, a local youth had climbed onto it to spray DAZ 4 JANE close up. At the end of the bridge was a sycamore with a black leaf blight, like drops of tar or cigarette burns. For some reason, Karl always stopped there for a cigarette before we went on to my flat in Moseley or his in Erdington. The view along the canal exposed the backs of disused factories: broken glass, rusted wire netting, dreamlike silhouettes of machinery.

         I carried on with my job at the Medical Centre, checking their frozen stock of blood and antisera. All the samples were kept in three cold rooms: giant locked refrigerators with strip lights and grey metal shelving. There were thousands of tiny bottles containing freeze-dried matter, sorted into polythene bags and stored in red plastic crates. Several times a day, I’d put on a thermal jacket and go in with an empty crate and a shopping list of samples. By the end of each session, the chill was a blurred ache in my hands and feet. I used to imagine finding a bag of freeze-dried human fingers, and being chased through the dim storerooms by a psychotic surgeon with a pair of pliers.

         Karl worked as assistant manager of a TV and audio shop in Erdington. An odd job for such a nocturnal person; but he liked to keep his evenings free, and lived on a perpetual sleep deficit. Besides, he was good with machines. Occasionally I’d come round to the shop to meet him if he was working late; but most of my impressions of Erdington came from late nights or hungover mornings in his company. It’s a lonely district, an old suburb isolated by the industrial wasteland of North Birmingham. Karl’s flat was part of a Victorian house in a quiet street near Spaghetti Junction. We used to walk out there at night from the district centre, over a bridge and past the Gothic silhouette of the Highcroft asylum with its high spiked railings. You could hear foxes barking, sometimes, from the patches of wasteground between the buildings. The street where Karl lived was two lines of thin houses pressed together; it ended in a brick factory wall.

         His flat took up the first floor. It was sparsely furnished, cluttered with books and records. The bedroom window overlooked a tangled back garden where broken glass caught fragments of light. The flat was cold and slightly damp. Karl told me he’d moved there in a hurry when his marriage broke up, around the time of the Gulf War. They weren’t divorced. He never said much about why they split up, but it seemed to have to do with him wanting to be alone. Words like gay didn’t seem to apply to Karl. He was just Karl. His friendship was so intense it included sex; but in all the time we were together, I always thought of him as a single man. His loneliness was something permanent, unchanging, but lovers of either sex helped him to live with it. I found that reassuring at first: I’d had enough of playing happy families.

         There’s a venue in Kings Heath, a room above a pub, where I played with Blue Away a few times. The walls were painted in thick black and white gloss paint: singers and bands from the last three decades. The faces were always gaunt, cheekbones edged with darkness, eyebrows flooding the eyes with shadow. Their mouths were sardonic creases. The artist had caught them in some doorway or alley of their lives, where they had stopped playing but were unable to shake off the intensity of being on stage. That was how Karl looked.

         ————

         Triangle didn’t have a manager at that time. Kieran, the guy from Relent Records who’d produced ‘The Answer’, helped out with recording. Our journalist friend, Martin, sometimes helped to set up gigs or interviews. But mostly, we were on our own. The three of us met up about twice a week to practise, write or just drink and make plans. Ian Priest, the drummer, had been working with Karl on and off for a couple of years. He was a stocky, not unattractive youth with cropped hair and round glasses; he always wore black, even when it was warm. He worked part-time at the Triangle cinema, a little arts cinema that was attached to Aston University. That was where he and Karl had met. Ian lived in Kings Heath with his sarcastic Northern girlfriend, Rachel, and a large collection of videos. He was obsessed with UFOs and occultism; after a few pints, he invariably got into some deep argument about how percussion carried messages from the spirit world, or how shamans used rhythm to induce visionary trances.

         To begin with, I concentrated on working my own bass into the tracks on Karl’s demo tape. Ian’s drum technique was sharp but opportunistic, lacking in rhythm. He was a devotee of the single dramatic moment: the hard roll or cymbal clash, injecting fury into a track at a vital point. It tied in well with the more extreme aspects of Karl’s guitar playing. I was happy to let them dictate the endings, while I focused on the beginnings. Playing with a blues band had made me painfully aware of structure. As Keith Richards said, you can’t have rock without roll. But the rhythm needs to be hard. It needs gravity. Like fucking: you have to work at it, use timing to make it mean something. MTV is the pornography of rock. All riffs and chorus, no structure. And no meaning.

         With new songs, I kept trying to make Karl build up more slowly. ‘Let the music do the work. If you throw in everything at once, it gets confusing. Use time to spread it out.’ He never trusted that idea. Of course, he knew that I was trying to simplify the arrangements because his guitar playing wasn’t up to the more difficult bits. I told him his voice was more important. His lyrics deserved not to be buried under layers of sonic rubble. I wasn’t flattering him, either. He wrote ‘Stranger Key’ that autumn, and I couldn’t get the words out of my head. You’re killing the stranger because he reminds you / That you don’t belong any more / But he’s followed you home / He’s standing behind you / He’s there in the dark of your door / And the edge of the voice that you broke / Is sharp at your throat / Like a joke. On stage, Ian used to laugh into a mic at that point; the audience couldn’t see him. In the studio, we taped the three of us laughing and distorted the sound until it was more like a clarinet. The effect was unsettling somehow.

         Another song from that time, ‘His Mouth’, became the most talked-about Triangle recording. I wasn’t sure what I felt about it. It didn’t seem to be about me, though Karl let me drag a wavering bassline through it and only used his own guitar for brief decoration, foam on the waves. I always felt there was something vaguely religious, an echo of Karl’s upbringing, in its dark recounting of sexual passion. He brushed his hand across my neck / As I knelt between his legs. I was always moved by the ending, with its blend of desire and sadness: Can’t swallow this / Can’t spit it out / Tonight his name is in my mouth. It reminded me of fierce one-night stands from my younger days, when sex seemed to be a language that reduced all others to silence. Your thin body over mine / Filling me with cold clear light. A few times, when we played ‘His Mouth’ live, Ian and I worked in a few bars of New Order’s ‘Temptation’; Karl responded by raising a finger behind his back.

         Karl and I had this ritual when we slept together that whoever was providing the bed would play a track, and we’d listen to it before undressing. My early selections included New Order, Felt, The Jam, Nico, Marc Almond and The Jesus and Mary Chain. The opening chords of ‘Happy When It Rains’ are the most effective sonic foreplay I’ve yet discovered. Karl played me songs by Nick Cave, Scott Walker, The Pogues, My Bloody Valentine, Hüsker Dü and Kitchens of Distinction. The latter’s ‘Prize’ was his favourite track of all time: a song about a gay couple getting drunk and falling out. The mood escalates from sullen mistrust to bitter rage: So do I get a prize / For remembering his name? The music takes the violence of the last words and drags it down into a whirlpool, tearing at itself, finding release only in exhaustion.
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‘One of the best British post-war writers of horror and the weird.”
- Adam Nevill, author of The Ritual





