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            For Harper, Talia, and Graham, who once asked me,

“Daddy, how come you’re not a multimillionaire?”

         

      

   


   
      

         
            
        AUTHOR’S NOTE
      

         

         This is an entirely true story, though some names and details have been changed and time frames compressed. I should also make it clear to the reader that I am not associated in any way with Dolby Laboratories, Inc., maker of Dolby noise reduction systems, nor am I related to its founder, Ray Dolby, or to his son the writer Tom Dolby.

      

   


   
      

         
            PROLOGUE

         

         17 January 1984

         Dan the driver opened the pneumatic door of the tour bus and I stumbled out, blinking in the Nevada sun. I had my arms full of electronic equipment: a Philips cassette machine, my Radio Shack portable computer, assorted cables, and those weird rubber acoustic cups that you push the phone receiver into to send and receive files. The pockets of my corduroy trousers were bulging with quarters.

         I’d made Dan pull off the highway at a run-down gas station a million miles from anywhere. This pissed him right off, but I needed to use the phone booth. He brought the bus to a stop in a cloud of its own dust. There was a beaten-up wooden shack with a porch and—I kid you not—an old guy in a rocker with a pipe.

         The sun was getting high now and the desert landscape was dull, featureless. Wrecked cars, the odd cactus. Somewhere off in the distance a glistening metropolis called Las Vegas rose out of the desert. It would be the middle of the morning by the time our forty-five-foot silver Prevost tour bus rolled up the Strip, still less than halfway to our destination, Salt Lake City.

         Dan the bus driver was from Texas. He had his little tin of amphetamines open on the dash and he was determined to make it all the way to Salt Lake by mid-afternoon. By law his limit was ten straight hours of driving. But he wanted that overdrive bonus bad, so he’d waved away the idea of bringing a relief driver; and he still reckoned we would arrive at the venue just in time for sound check. Barring unscheduled stops.

         It was all because of Michael Jackson. He’d been on the guest list for our gig at the Greek Theatre and afterwards he came backstage. I’d just finished my encores and I was cooling off in this big tent they’d set up as a green room. His entourage outnumbered my band and crew, which was awkward, but he beckoned me off into a corner and we stood facing the canvas wall and talked as the backstage freeloaders kept their distance, pretending not to look.

         I hadn’t seen Michael since that rainy night at his house in Encino the previous February. His skin was translucent, like a lithe black vampire’s. He was evolving.

         He spoke in a whisper, but I think he said he really liked the show. He knew the names of the individual songs, and was impressed that I had a Fairlight up there onstage, a fragile $90,000 computer music instrument. Was it better than his Synclavier, which cost twice as much? I gave him my views on both. I spouted bit rates and azimuth. This calmed me down. I was nervous because he was a showbiz genius, possessor of a God-given talent. He could have gotten up there and moonwalked circles around me any day of the week, singing his lungs out, and we both knew it. So I thought, I might as well blind him with science.

         We talked like that for ten minutes before he told me he had to get back to the Record Plant, where he and his brothers were supposed to be recording a new album. It was chaos and they were way behind schedule. Each of the Jackson brothers had come in with his own demos, and everybody wanted a songwriting or production credit. But most of the songs, Michael admitted, were “lame.” His brothers wanted a piece of the action because his new solo album Thriller was selling millions, smashing all Billboard chart records. The smallest songwriting credit on a multi-platinum album was worth a fortune. He was worried the brothers’ squabbling was going to escalate into full-scale war unless they could find some decent tunes pronto.

         I told him I had some great ideas I’d been working on in the back of the tour bus. “You mean like ‘Hyperactive!’?” he asked, “I love the groove on that.” “Yes!” I said, enthusiastically. “As it happens I have one just like ‘Hyperactive!’ and another that’s as good.”

         Michael wanted to hear demos. I told him I could send him some later on that night or the next day. “We’re leaving town right after the party. Oh, but I can send them to you from my portable computer.” He said, “You’ve got a computer on your tour bus? Cooool.” I told him about my Radio Shack TRS-80, state of the art. It could even send files over a telephone line.

         I was thinking to myself, I’ll stay up all night if I have to and write the damn songs.

         I skipped the after-party, and by the time the bus was ready to roll out of L.A. at about 3 a.m. I was already hard at work on the demos. Dan the Texan bus driver walked the length of the bus to check everyone was on board before he hit the road. My backing band was still in a partying mood, and in the main lounge the booze and drugs were flowing. Someone had been chopping out lines of cocaine on the steel countertop. Lyndon, my six-foot-two keyboard player, was still wearing the wedding frock and blond wig that he favoured for important gigs. Justin, a chain-smoking drummer with the airs of an English aristocrat, sat up front with Dan trading bawdy jokes. Matthew and Lesley seemed to be deeply involved in a game of mental chess. Our diminutive Colombian guitarist Chucho, hair greased back, looking like a freedom fighter in his shades and army fatigues, was trying to sweet-talk a waitress from Orange County into staying on board for the overnight trip to the next gig.

         In the twilight of the rear lounge I was rocking out by myself, my face all lit up by LEDs. I had my battery-powered Roland TR-606 drum machine and TB-303 Bassline fired up through some Akai headphones. I was punching in melodies on the miniature keys and jotting down random lyric ideas on a yellow pad. My number-one white linen suit and shirt, still damp with sweat from my onstage gyrations at the Greek, were hung up to dry next to me on a mirror. I was wriggling around on the bench seat as I fiddled with my shiny silver boxes, my sopping stage clothes dripping onto the Naugahyde. Dan stuck his head through the curtain and scowled. “Gayest damn bus AH ever drove,” he muttered.

         The sun came up somewhere around Barstow. The band had passed out in their coffin-like bunk beds. I was nearing completion of my two demos and getting ready to put down a rough vocal. I was pleased with the first, called “Interference.” It had an irresistible, elastic groove. Okay, so it was a touch reminiscent of “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’,” from Michael’s Off the Wall album; but only a touch. He was bound to go for it. I felt he might like the second even better, though it was more restrained, more like a Prince power ballad. But I knew I’d better not mention that. Michael didn’t approve of the Purple One. “Prince is too dirty,” he had told me once. “You can’t sing songs about sleeping with your sister!”

         So there I was, in the middle of the Nevada desert, head stuffed into a phone booth in the rising heat, trying to hook up my acoustic couplers. I’d called ahead to Michael’s sound engineer, Bill Bottrell, who had another TRS-80 at the Record Plant ready to receive the digital files. But I’d tried three times and I was not getting a dial tone. My stash of quarters wouldn’t last forever. I called Bill back and he said, “Michael just walked in, I’m going to put him on.” Michael came on the phone and I apologized for my tech problems and told him where I was. “Oh,” he said. “Why don’t you just sing it down the phone, like in the old days?”

         Crap. How did I land myself in this one?

         I took a deep breath, stared out across the desert, and started tapping out a beat, one-handed, on the metal chassis of the phone box. I cleared my throat and began to sing, in the time-honoured fashion of He Who Has Not Yet Written the Lyrics:

         “Interference / on my TV / freak-a-dum-dum / upside of me … /

         Interference / da-dum-dum-you / such a loser / you blew your cool …”

         “What does it mean?” interjected Michael.

         I tried to stamp out a trail of fire ants getting ready to crawl up the leg of my brown corduroy trousers.

         “What does it mean?”

         “Yeah, you know, is it like, running interference, for a quarterback—or is it television interference, the little dots on your TV screen?”

         “Yes, yes, more like that,” I said, a little breathless. “Like digital snow. No signal. Garbled … radio waves and static … er, electrostatic wavelengths.”

         Silence on the other end.

         Eventually Michael said, “What’s the other song called?”

         “Um, it’s a kind of power ballad,” I said. “It’s only a groove, really, but I’m calling it ‘Iron Curtain.’”

         “What’s an iron curtain?” Michael said. It sounded odd in his high falsetto.

         “It’s a quote from Winston Churchill,” I said. I cupped my hand over my mouth and put on my best radio imitation. “‘An iron curtain has deshended over Europe.’”

         More silence. A tumbleweed rolled by.

         “Look,” I said, “it’ll be easier for me to send you the actual demos when I get to my hotel tonight … Hello? Hello, Michael? Hello? God damn it.” I slammed down the receiver.

         You could hear the wind whistling in the telegraph poles.

         Thirty yards down the road, Dan the driver gave a honk on his horn, and the pneumatic door swung open. I turned and stumbled back towards the bus, juggling wires and cables. “Electrostatic wavelengths. What a fucking idiot.”

         I just blew my one shot at writing songs with the New King of Pop. And now I wanted to be many thousands of miles away from this infernal desert heat. I wanted my old life back. I wanted to be back in my bed-sitter in drab South London, in 1978, in the Winter of Discontent.
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            ONE

            THE WINTER OF DISCONTENT

         

         Mr. Ron Grigson said the door of his fruit and vegetable shop had to stay open all day so customers would walk in off the street. This was February, so it was as bloody freezing inside as it was out. Customers were a rarity anyway—Kensington Church Street with its art galleries and high-end leather handbag boutiques is a stupid place to have a fruit-and-veg shop. When I got there at ten every morning to work the lunchtime shift, Grigson would trot over the road to the pub and drink till it closed at three. Brian Jones and I used to stay warm with a periodic game of turnip football. (General guidelines for turnip football: It has to be a small one. You boot it around the floor using the legs of the fruit stands as goals. The average turnip lasts about ten minutes, then it’s too bruised and beaten up, so into the gutter it goes and you swap it for a fresh one.) I was beating Brian 11–8, but we had to stop because a posh lady came in for a pound of Fuji apples.

         Grigson got back a little after three, completely sloshed. He went right to the till and checked the cash. Seemed he’d bumped into the apple lady and she complained that the boys in his shop were messing around. Grigson was constantly grumbling that his shop didn’t make a profit, and always looking for someone to blame. He usually took it out on Brian, because he thought Brian was a bit dense. Brian was nineteen, a year older than me, and had spiky black hair, like Sid Vicious in the Pistols. He’d left school at fifteen. He worked long hours with Grigson, riding the van to market early in the morning to load in the day’s stock. He knew I read the NME and had a music O-level, and he was curious to pick my brains. Brian wanted to learn the bass guitar, because he said Sid was “rubbish,” and he reckoned he could do a better job. I told him I could show him the basics, but he was going to have to think up a better stage name, as “Brian Jones” was taken. He failed to see the significance of this. Anyway, Grigson was back now and he went off on a drunken rant about young people today, and Brian and I grinned and made faces at each other behind his back. When I asked Grigson for my wages he muttered something under his breath about honest staff; he zeroed out the till again and grudgingly handed me my £3.50. That was my daily wage. Some days I would also take home a bag of discount veggies, but not today, as I knew the bastard would charge me top whack.

         The only good thing about my job at the shop was that I could go in late and leave early, avoiding the rush-hour traffic. I caught the number 28 bus to Wandsworth, got off near the Young’s brewery, and walked home to Putney from there. There was a wicked wind coming off the Thames, but I chose to walk along the river anyway. There were a few interesting little one-story shops down there, and I liked to peer in the windows. One was EMS Synthesisers. Why they had their workshop in my little backwater of London I have no idea. In their window there were a couple of their machines displayed at odd angles on a piece of cloth. They made amazing synths, like the one Pink Floyd used all over Dark Side of the Moon. EMS made a synth that was built into a suitcase, with a matrix of little pins on it like a game of cribbage. It cost £2,500. I can’t imagine they sold many to passers-by. If you peered into the back of the shop you could see people fiddling around at workbenches. It was like something out of Dickens, but in a weird twisted time warp. On the walk up the hill I mused on the coincidences. Funny how the little street their shop was on was called Florian Road. One of my favourite synth players was Florian from Kraftwerk. He and his band barely ever left Germany. But they wrote a track called “Franz Schubert.” And I lived on Schubert Road.

         I knew Brian Eno had an EMS, too, and he’d used it on Low by David Bowie, one of the best albums ever. The first side had actual pop hit singles on it like “Sound and Vision,” but many of the songs were made entirely with electronic instruments, not your typical guitars and drums. The whole of side two had hardly got any vocals on it at all! Bowie had balls to take a risk like that. Big wobbly elephant balls of steel.

         Later on I met up with Brian from work to go and see a band at the Railway Arms in Putney. He’d read in the Record Mirror that they were punk rockers from Newcastle, and he was mad for anything punk. They were called the Police. They were pretty good, but nobody really understood what punk was. As far as I could tell, any band that didn’t have long hair or flared trousers was a punk rock band.

         Afterwards we took some cans back to Brian’s basement and I showed him how to tune his crappy electric bass. He’d bought it out of the back of Exchange and Mart for a tenner. It was a Japanese copy, and the roundwound strings were rusty and wouldn’t stay in tune. I don’t think Brian really noticed. I taught him the notes for “Pretty Vacant” by the Sex Pistols, and he was well pleased with that. He took his shirt off and gazed at himself in the mirror, £10 bass guitar slung down below his hips.

         The next day I got fired from the shop.

         Grigson came back early from the pub and caught me climbing into the cellar of the antique shop next door. Down in the basement where he kept his old orange crates there was this wooden shutter. I was waiting for the kettle to boil to make tea and I got curious and lifted the shutter off its hinges. There was a high-up window opening, and in the half-light beyond I could see this musty cellar, full of curious shapes. I called to Brian to come and see. We talked in a hush. “Are you going in then, or am I?” said Brian, grinning. “Yeah, all right,” I said. It wasn’t like me. I suppose it was the thrill of it, the dare. I’d never stolen anything in my life, and wasn’t about to. Brian gave me a leg-up to the narrow entrance, and I dropped down onto the stone floor, kicking up a cloud of dust sliced through by rays of sunlight from the grate. There were stacks of oil paintings in gilt frames, old clocks, chests of drawers half covered in canvas, and brass knick-knacks. Brian was watching from the window opening, but suddenly he said, “Shh!” He had this terrified look on his face and his head spun around. Grigson was clomping about in the shop above, shouting angrily down at us. Brian went haring upstairs, and I could hear them arguing. But I couldn’t get back through the window easily, there was no foothold. I heard Grigson’s heavy boots coming down the wooden steps. He caught me on my stomach, half in, half out of the opening, covered in cobwebs and rat droppings. I looked at him guiltily, expecting a drunken onslaught. Instead he just turned slowly around and walked back up the stairs. Once I’d brushed myself off, I took a deep breath and followed him up to the shop. He had his back to me, sorting avocados in a rack.

         “Did you take anything?” he said quietly.

         “No.”

         “Then get out.”

         “Don’t suppose there’s much point in asking for my … um …” Silence. I caught Brian’s eye as I left the shop. He gave a faint helpless shrug.

         
             

         

         “Been down the riots, then?” asked one of the two lanky skinheads wedged next to me in the front seat. I hopped aboard when they slid open the door of their Ford Transit as it slowed for the traffic light at North End Road.

         “Riots?”

         “Yeah, we been down Lewisham all day, chucking bricks at the coppers, kicking heads in. We’re off ’ome for our tea now, back down Lewisham again later.” It was nice of them to give me a lift, but now I eyed them suspiciously and wondered if they were National Front. And whether they thought I was, too. I jumped out near Hammersmith tube station just as it was starting to turn from a drizzle to a proper downpour. Hustling down the steps into the underpass, I felt the heavy raindrops mixed with pigeon shit from the rooftops, dripping down the collar of my ex-army greatcoat. Maybe that’s why they picked me up. It must have been quite hard to tell us apart from behind in those days. It was Saturday afternoon and London was crawling with punks, skinheads, mods, football thugs, and electro boys like me. Cropped hair, torn trousers, tattoos, standing around on street corners chugging Tennent’s Lager or picking at kebabs in greasy paper.

         I just had enough for the bus fare to Putney Bridge. That was the last of my cash. Back at my bedsit, I decided the only thing to do was to telephone the Aged Parents from the phone box on the landing. I wanted to know if they could lend me some money, as I’d lost my job. Didn’t tell them why I’d lost it, of course. Not much sympathy there: “Look, we told you if you’re definitely not going to go to university you’ve just got to support yourself! Look for another job, for heaven’s sake.”

         I left high school at the age of sixteen. I was two years ahead of the rest of my class at Abingdon, but I had zero interest in studying and no desire to go to university. My only ambition was to make it in music, and London was beckoning. They never said so, but I knew my parents had half wanted me to follow in their footsteps and become an academic. My dad was an expert in classical archaeology, and a Cambridge professor, like his dad and his grandfather before him. My mother taught algebra for years. No one in our family had ever met anybody connected with show business. Not surprisingly, they were dubious when I talked about my plans to make a living as a musician. I loved my family, but they had never even heard me play or sing, so why would they believe me?

         My parents told me they’d cover me if I got desperate, but to try and make do. Then they hung up. I was a bit gutted, as I’d been planning to go and see Elvis Costello at the Nashville Rooms in West Ken. People were not quite sure if he was a punk rocker either, but he was starting to get lots of play on John Peel’s late-night radio show. So I decided to go down to the Nashville in the late afternoon. If I helped the roadies hump gear maybe I could get on the guest list. I hung around the stage door pushing flight cases up the ramp, and in the end a bloke called Simon agreed to get me in. “Just tell that ugly bouncer at the front Jake Riviera said it was okay.”

         Elvis Costello was brilliant. The band was sharp as hell, with Elvis on his Telecaster, a guy on a tinny Vox Continental organ, and a reggae-ish rhythm section. After a couple of tracks people knew from the radio he said he was going to play some brand-new songs, and launched into this amazing thing called “Watching the Detectives,” then another one just as good. My mates Mike Fairbairn and Wyn, a couple of West London lads I’d known since our early teens, were in the crowd and they bought me a pint. We watched in awe from the bar. They grinned when Elvis sang the phrase “get your kicks at sixty-six.” Mike explained that it was a reference to No. 66 King’s Road, where there was a posh squat—an empty house that a bunch of rich kids had occupied, so they could live for free and throw wild drug parties every night. The beat was great and Elvis had this way of stressing every syllable. “They call her Natasha when she looks like Elsie / I don’t want to go to Chelsea.”

         I rather did want to go to Chelsea and meet someone called Natasha in a squat, actually. I didn’t mention this to Mike, whose sister Lesley Fairbairn had been my sort of on-off girlfriend ever since we were at school. I’d been inside a few fancy squats before. It was all over the papers: the London wealthy were abandoning their property in the capital, or even leaving Britain altogether, to escape the high taxes imposed by Jim Callaghan’s socialist government. There were some beautiful houses in the nice areas of London that had been left unoccupied, and many had been broken into and made into collective homes by marginalized young people. The pubs and venues in Fulham, Chelsea, and Islington were teeming with semi-broke, unemployed youths looking for a great night out.

         In the mid-seventies England was poised on the verge of a cultural revolution. You could see it in the politics of the time, with the accumulated blunders of successive Labour governments playing right into the hands of Margaret Thatcher and her union-busting Tories. You could feel it on the streets, in the radical fashions, the polarized attitudes, and the chaotic musical melting pots of Brixton, Camden Town, and Notting Hill Gate. For years my circle of friends had been listening to bands like Supertramp and Genesis and Yes. But progressive rock had nowhere to progress to except up its own backside. Summer open-air festivals in the UK featured the likes of the Allman Brothers and Little Feat. Chartered accountants were buying subscriptions to Rolling Stone magazine. Whether you were seventeen or thirty-five, your hair was long and shaggy, and your trousers were flared. This left little room for angry youths to annoy their parents and make their presence felt.

         I distinctly remember the afternoon when a group of us were skiving off from school. We were in a café in Strutton Ground, smoking and sipping tea, when in walked Sean MacGowan. (Years later he was to change the spelling of his name to Shane and become the frontman of the Pogues.) Sean used to sit next to me in the back row of English lit class. At sixteen he was already the gnarliest, skinniest, most unappetizing human being I’d ever laid eyes on; yet when called upon to analyse a verse of Chaucer or a paragraph of Jane Austen he was surprisingly astute. The rest of us always looked up to him when it came to matters of coolness and taste, because Sean knew everything there was to know about modern music. On this particular afternoon, we had been debating the merits of the newly released Pink Floyd album Wish You Were Here. Shane sat down at the table and lit a Woodbine. We asked him what he thought of it.

         “It’s all crap,” he mumbled through the stumps of his nicotine-stained teeth. “Floyd, the Beatles, the Stones—all rubbish. Their music is just old and stale, and so are they. They ought to be put to death.”

         A collective gasp went around the table. We were so shocked we had to loosen our wonky school ties. How could Sean say such things about our most revered musical heroes? When my blood pressure had finally lowered, I asked him: “Well, what should we be listening to, Sean?”

         He proceeded to spew out the names of bands I’d never heard of, presumably American. “MC5 … Iggy Pop … the Ramones … the New York Dolls … Johnny Thunders and the Heartbreakers. It’s the future, man. Sod all that corporate rock pap!”

         The first time New Musical Express reviewed a Sex Pistols gig, at the Marquee in early 1976, their reporter was similarly scandalized. “The lead singer, one Johnny Rotten,” wrote the NME scribe, “snarled and swore at the audience, spat on the stage, then walked off in a huff after only twenty-five minutes. His band could barely tune their instruments. Who exactly do these Sex Pistols think they are?” Within a few months, of course, the NME were the shining champions of punk rock and everything it stood for. I spent much of my eighteenth year scanning its pages, while grumbling about the out-of-touch Labour government and the stifling summer heat. I hung out on the King’s Road and in Camden Market, waiting to discover that, exciting as it was to dress like a punk, punk rock was really not for me.

         After yet another night of scrounged pints at the Red Cow, I walked all the way home to Putney and got up to the house on Schubert Road just before midnight. I squeezed past the prams and bicycles lining the corridor that smelled of curry. Up six flights of stairs to my attic bedsit. The usual crap from the neighbours, coming through the walls. On one side, Charlie Potts the big-band jazz fan, playing Benny Goodman at high volume while he clapped and bumped around his room, scatting along to the brass section. On the other side, Melanie. She was seriously anorexic and rarely came out of her room. She groaned and sobbed whenever Charlie’s music was too loud. “Shuuuuuut … UP!” she kept wailing, over and over again. My room was wedged between them, separated by thin plaster walls.

         I put 50p in the meter to turn on the gas fire and opened up the wardrobe, which housed a single-burner electric ring, to make myself some baked beans on toast. The place was fucking miserable, but at £12 a week you got what you paid for. The only way to block out the din from the neighbours was to switch on my music, put on my Koss headphones, close my eyes, and sink into the grotty armchair. I was broke, but at least I still had my music rig, a hefty ghetto blaster with a built-in cassette. I’d recorded last night’s John Peel show off the BBC. Richard Hell and the Voidoids’ “Who Says?”; “Janie Jones” by the Clash; and a live version of “Roadrunner” by Jonathan Richman and the Modern Lovers. I rolled a joint and stayed up till about 2 a.m. jamming along on my Wurlitzer electric piano with its puny built-in speakers, wishing I had something with a bit more poke.

         I’ve still got that cassette, and the date scrawled on it is 11 October 1977—a few days before my nineteenth birthday, which is a day I remember well. It got off to a bad start, but ended up being the best birthday ever.

         In the morning I had to report down at the Labour Exchange. It was my third appointment, and they told me there were still no jobs listed in recording studios or road crews. Not that I expected otherwise. They pressured me to go for an interview at the pesticides division of Shell Oil. With my two A-levels, they assured me, I’d be a great fit for a job selling dog flea collars to Dubai. I kept telling the clerk it was a bad fit, I didn’t even like dogs. He said okay, but don’t expect the dole cheques to keep rolling in forever.

         On the way home I took a shortcut along the river and swung by the back of the EMS shop. There was a garbage dumpster outside in the street. No one was around, so I heaved myself up and had a gander inside. A bunch of flattened cardboard boxes, an old fridge, and … hold on: a black metal box with lots of knobs. The guts were hanging out of it, but I could see the words TRANSCENDENT 2000 printed on the front. Somebody from the workshop must have thrown it in the dumpster. I thought, I’m having that! So I scooped the whole lot out and took it home. I found an AC cable, and, to my amazement, the box turned right on. I didn’t really know what it did, so I called Trevor, a bloke who worked at a shop called Macari’s Music in the West End. Trevor always let me fool around in the keyboard room at the back, and he knew all there was to know about music gear.

         “It’s a synth module, you wally,” he said. “A kit synth, DIY job. They print the plans in Popular Mechanics. You’ll need a keyboard to play it though, and some eight-volt-per-octave connectors. Unless you just want to make noises.”

         Just making noises was fine by me. I got out my soldering iron, opened up the Wurlitzer piano lid, and hooked the Transcendent to the Wurly’s speakers with a bastardized guitar lead. At first there was no sound, so I got its back off and had a fiddle around with the circuit board. Sometime in the early hours of the morning I figured it out. Because there was no keyboard, you had to fake out the gate by shorting out the “–12V” and “+12V” pins on the keyboard five-pin connector. I melted a blob of solder in there, and to my delight, out of the speakers came the drone of a sine wave. I instantly went for the knobs on the front panel: yesss! Pitch, filter, wave form, white noise, and sample + hold, all working. I had an actual living synthesizer under my sweaty fingertips, and it was mine, all mine, mwooah-ha-ha-haaa! Finders keepers. I was up half the night, making all manner of bleeps and blips, until around 6 a.m., when Melanie woke up and started groaning “Shuuuuuut … UP!”

         I barely left my room for several days. It was a call from Micky Potts, an Irish singer that Brian knew, that finally persuaded me to take a break from doodling with my new synth module. He tipped me off about this amazing band that were playing in a basement club in Ladbroke Grove: Throbbing Gristle, with a support called Clock DVA. The place was packed out with spotty-looking blokes in anoraks. Tending the bar was an ancient Rastafarian with thickly matted dreadlocks, his gold teeth glinting in the light from the beer pumps. There were a few punks milling around at the front, and the air was thick with body odour and cigarette smoke. The canned music cut off as Throbbing Gristle took to the stage. Their manic frontman had a little dictaphone tape recorder loaded with weird chaotic noises and he held it up to his mic, cupping his hands like a harmonica player. Projected behind them on the whitewashed brick walls were 8mm film images of bombed-out European cityscapes and vivisection experiments. I felt like I’d found my people!

         I recognized the guy that was mixing their sound. It was Simon, who had got me into the Nashville Rooms to see Elvis Costello. I stood by him for most of the night watching what he was doing with the knobs and faders. Between bands I told him about how I’d found a Transcendent 2000 and got it working. Afterwards I helped him coil a few cables and asked if he ever needed an assistant on a gig. He said to write down my phone number on a beer mat.

         But the evening ended up very sadly. Outside the club I bumped into Micky, Brian’s singer friend from Dublin, who had missed the gig. He told me Brian had been crossing Marylebone Road when he was hit by a lorry. He was dead by the time they got him to the hospital.

         I sulked in my room for days. Brian was a lovely, kind-hearted bloke, and I realized how much I would miss our turnip football tournaments and late-night electric bass sessions. I knew Brian was an only child, and somewhere his parents were grieving far, far more deeply. I’d never given much thought to whether my own parents worried about me, living in a bedsit all alone in London.

         A week later I pulled myself together and went out to see Television and Talking Heads at the Roundhouse. They were over from New York. At first I thought they were one band, not two, because talking heads are on TV …? Never mind. They were both utterly, utterly brilliant. Talking Heads came on first, and the singer looked like some sort of nervous exotic bird, twitching his head approximately in time to the music, playing an edgy rhythm guitar, and singing in a jagged, paranoid squeak. They had a blond girl bass player who never took her eyes off the drummer for an instant, and the two of them were tighter than a duck’s arse. Then Television came on, and in the chorus of the first song it sounded like they were chanting “Television, don’t go to my head.” Clever to have a song with the same name as your band, like the Monkees. They had duelling guitar soloists, one of them very fluent and melodic, the other kind of raw and simplistic like Neil Young but completely spellbinding. This is nothing like punk rock, I thought, thank God, but it does have some of the same intensity and passion.

         I got home feeling totally inspired. I spent the whole night playing my keyboards, trying to piece my own songs together. I had some great bits, but they were just bits. Intros, verses, instrumental themes. Fragments, really. It was fun, but frustrating as hell.

         In memory of Brian I bought a packet of orange hair dye and a tube of gel from Boots and gave myself a spiky punk do.

         Over the next few months I began helping Simon do a few sound-mixing gigs, driving all over London in his beaten-up Ford Transit loaded with PA gear. He only paid £5 a night, but it was a good laugh, and he usually let me work the faders for a bit while he went to the bar to try to pick up girls. Which sometimes worked, if he could convince them to stick around while we packed up the gear. Usually they just wanted to know where the band members were going after the gig. There was this fleapit of a hotel in Chalk Farm called the Cipriani that all the out-of-town bands ended up staying at. So long as you kept bribing the night porter he would serve you vodka and gin miniatures in the lounge, and endless packets of potato chips.

         One night I was at a gig at the Greyhound in Fulham Palace Road for a band from Swindon called XTC. They were absolutely effing brilliant. They came on with this manic punk energy and played at a thousand miles an hour, but with actual chord sequences and interweaving riffs and melodies, and insane lyrics about “Cross Wires,” “The Atom Age,” and song titles like “I Set Myself on Fire.” The lead singer hopped around the stage on one foot like a demented Chuck Berry, while his bass-playing sidekick with the Beatle hairdo spun out these amazingly funky minimalist bass parts. At one point they went into a slow menacing song called “I’m Bugged.” On cue, half the crowd put on their sunglasses and writhed around in a termite-like mass. “I’m bugged / you all look like insects / in your brand new sun specs …”

         They had an organist too, and God, did I want him dead. It’s not that he was bad—actually he was great in a deranged, atonal sort of way—but I had a waking fantasy that he would go into cardiac arrest right there onstage, and XTC would have to ask for a volunteer out of the audience to take over on the keyboards. Me! Me! Me!

         Simon got himself what he called “a bit of posh totty” up in Hampstead Village. This girl, Becky, wanted him to go to her daddy’s house in the country while her parents were away in Sardinia for the weekend, and he was thinking about letting me do a gig at Dingwalls for a band called the Members on Saturday night, on my own. I was not insured to drive the Transit, but I said I was willing to risk it. I definitely felt ready to set up the PA and mix a gig myself—it was only a punk band and I reckoned it’d be a piece of cake.

         Rash words! The gig was almost a complete disaster. The headline band came onstage and announced they’d just been signed to Stiff Records, and it was their two-year birthday party. The crowd was a mixture of the band’s close friends, North London teddy boys, and football yobs in town for the Ipswich Town vs. Arsenal cup final—an explosive combo. Halfway through the set the singer Nicky Tesco’s girlfriend brought on a huge rectangular chocolate birthday cake she’d baked herself, lemon with raspberry jam filling and a chocolate icing, with the band’s name in huge pink icing letters. Nicky Tesco propped it up on the bass cab so the crowd could see it, and the band launched into their hit song “The Sound of the Suburbs.” This of course was the cue for one of the oiks down the front to bum-rush the stage and grab a handful of birthday cake, which he proceeded to hurl out into the crowd, triggering a general stampede onto the stage. In a few moments the scene was like a custard pie fight from a Three Stooges movie. As I watched powerless from my mixing desk on the mezzanine I could see cake splattering all over my—or rather Simon’s—PA stacks. Once all the cake was all gone the band launched into their last song, finished with a crash, left the stage, and were wafted off into the night by a mob of jubilant Ipswich Town supporters, leaving me alone to clean up the mess. To my disgust, the grilles of the onstage wedge monitor speakers were matted with desiccated coconut and chocolate icing. I cleaned them up as best I could, but the pub manager, who had no one else to take it out on, kicked me and my PA out before midnight. On the drive home I had to keep a keen eye out for police cars. Not being insured, I didn’t dare to risk leaving the PA in the van overnight, so I had to hump all the cabinets into the front hall corridor and stack them up to the ceiling, waking the baby in the ground-floor flat. Cue a torrent of abuse in Punjabi. I finally collapsed into bed and got up early to spend most of Sunday sponging the squashed birthday cake out of the speaker grilles.

         Simon never had to find out about it, and when he got back from his steamy weekend in the country he seemed pleased that I had pulled the gig off on my own. He said he was willing to let me do more of them using his PA and van, and we would split the money—he charged £100 a night, so that was fifty a pop for me. But he advised me to declare it to the dole office and go legit. Which would mean no more weekly social security checks to cash; and I’d have to get proper insurance to drive the van. Still, if I could do three or four gigs a week I might be able to save some decent money and buy new synth gear.

         On a balmy Saturday afternoon in July 1978 I bought my first proper synthesizer. It was a one-year-old Micromoog, £650 in a sale at Selmer’s. I had to get it on hire purchase, but my mum agreed to co-sign for me. It was quite small and light, so I was able to get it home on the District Line, wrapped in brown paper and string. The pitch bend ribbon was a bit worn; other than that it was in perfect condition. It was the first time I’d owned a keyboard with pitch bend, so I was able to start to imitate Chick Corea, who could solo like a lead guitarist. It sat on top of my other keyboard, a Solina String Synthesizer—which, two years later, the Musicians Union voted to ban because it was taking jobs away from “real” string players. I also learned to double parts on two keyboards at the same time like the guy from Weather Report.

         As my chops improved, I eyed the back pages of the Melody Maker for bands looking for synth players. I replied to a couple of ads. It was a hassle to get around with my gear, because I couldn’t always count on Simon letting me use the van, but I did go to one audition for a band called the Warm Jets, who said they were punks, though to me they sounded more art-school glam rock, like Roxy Music. It was in the back of a pub at the other end of London, and despite the very expensive two-way taxi ride I didn’t get the job. They said I “knew too many chords.” The fact was, the punk rock floodgates were open, and keyboard players were too posh. Most bands would have been more into me if I’d said I was willing to trash my Wurlitzer onstage.

         They had a point. Years earlier I’d seen Roxy perform on the BBC’s late-night stoner music show The Old Grey Whistle Test. Their singer was a lithe and sexy crooner in a sharp suit, but their heavily made-up synth player just stood at the back in his seven-inch-heeled, knee-length lizard skin platform boots, arms folded, looking thoroughly bored. Every now and then he would lazily reach out a gloved hand to tweak a knob on his Moog, which was apparently playing itself. His name was Brian Eno. I thought to myself at the time, If all you have to do is pose around and twiddle a few knobs, and meet girls and make bags of money, that’s the career for me!

      

   


   
      

         
            TWO

            SKIN TENSION UNDER LEATHERETTE

         

         I was doing three or four mixing gigs a week by now, and in some decent venues, too. In the first two months of 1978 I did sound for the Fall, Gang of Four, and Blancmange. But watching all those musicians onstage really made me desperate to get in a band in my own right. On a night off I went to Alexandra Palace to see Siouxsie and the Banshees. I completely loved them. I had recorded a four-song John Peel session they did, and I’d been making up synth parts for their songs. I was hoping to get a cassette to them before or after the gig. They had a great doomy sound and a new look, all dripping in monochrome. Punks were usually so colourful with their tartan trousers and green Mohawks. Bands like Siouxsie and the Cure were going the other way altogether, like tragic heroes out of a German silent horror movie. I gave my cassette to one of their roadies, but I never heard anything back. Over the following weeks I did away with my orange spikes and cultivated a lank, raven hairdo with a centre parting.

         Eventually I decided to place a Melody Maker ad of my own, saying I was a synth player looking for a band, and listing influences like Cabaret Voltaire, Throbbing Gristle, Pere Ubu, and the Normal. The paper came out on a Thursday, and by the weekend I’d had a few calls. Most were duds, but one guy that called seemed pretty interesting, and he lived close to me. I spent a few afternoons with him at his flat in East Sheen, and I was deeply impressed. His name was Bruce Woolley, a great singer and fluent rhythm guitarist with a real craft for writing catchy pop songs. I would see him stitch them together, and it was like watching someone really good do the Times crossword. It was not totally my kind of music, but I knew I could learn a lot from Bruce. Though he was intrigued with the underground electronic scene, he didn’t see a commercial future in it. None of those bands seemed to be getting signed up by major labels, whereas Bruce had an actual record contract with CBS, and they wanted him to go out on the road. He seemed to like my keyboard playing. So I joined his band and set about helping him put the rest of the band together.

         Richard Wernham was our drummer. He’d been in the Motors, who had a UK chart hit with a song called “Airport.” His girlfriend was a bass player who looked like Tina Weymouth. The lead guitarist, Dave Birch, was a childhood friend of Bruce’s who idolized Mick Ronson from Bowie’s band, grinding on the low end of an amped-up Les Paul and playing loud melodic solos with lots of vibrato.

         Bruce’s songs were poppy and accessible, and his vocals were quite high and androgynous, a bit like Sparks, a good contrast to the grittiness of the band. I detected a rather twisted, perverse undercurrent. There was a hint of a disturbed childhood in songs like “English Garden” and “Get Away William.” My job was to add subtle textures with my synths and make the chords more peculiar. I saw a way to blend in some of the darker Germanic leanings of early electronic music with the irreverent energy of punk and goth.

         Bruce’s managers insisted his name had to be featured up front, so we became Bruce Woolley and the Camera Club. We met four nights a week in a sweaty rehearsal joint under a railway arch in Tooting Bec. Bruce had received an advance from his deal with CBS Records, and his managers were advising him to invest in his future, so they put us each on a retainer of forty quid a week. I felt like a professional musician, and was able to start turning down sound-mixing gigs when they clashed with rehearsals. We went over and over the songs, stopping and starting, fine-tuning our parts, reworking intro riffs and breakdown sections, practising vocal harmonies. During breaks we went to the pub and got into heated debates about whether or not it was poofy to wear eyeliner onstage. We had a debut gig booked at the Marquee Club in Soho, a showcase for CBS’s European convention. Some bigwigs from the USA were going to be there. Our drummer thought we should try to look hard, like the Clash or the Pistols; but Dave Birch said the English punk groups were all rip-offs of the New York Dolls and the MC5 anyway, and those guys were no strangers to the cosmetics counter.

         Wedged behind my keyboards at the back of the stage, it didn’t really matter how I dressed. If I spiked my hair and dyed it green or left it lank and greasy, I still looked like a weedy little public-school boy who’d crossed the tracks, which is exactly what I was. So I just lost myself in the music. I loved my Micromoog. It could only play one note at a time and had a single oscillator and filter, but cranked up through a beaten-up Ampeg SVG bass amp it sounded effing great. I learned to squeeze every last drop of expression out of it, which was not a lot. I was also practising a wide-astride leg stance so I could rock mechanically side to side like John Foxx from Ultravox. Stances are everything to a synth player. I saw Bowie do a cameo with Iggy Pop at the Hammersmith Odeon once playing a four-voice Oberheim (oh what I’d have given to get my hands on one of those beauties!) and he had this great variation, with one leg forward and one back. See what he did there?

         My only innovation in the fashion stakes was my National Health glasses with the sticking plaster round the bridge. My dad was always breaking his specs and repairing them with Elastoplast. Mine weren’t broken, but I thought it was a cool look.

         The record label gave us the budget to have our own stage clothes made. We each got to design our own outfit with a seamstress in a workshop above Oxford Street. It was the end of the 1970s, and the punk street look seemed to be waning a little; startling new bands like Spandau Ballet and Devo were more fashion conscious and sci-fi. After a lot of soul-searching, I opted for a one-piece space cadet suit with plenty of zips. Bruce Woolley himself cut a fine figure at the microphone in a sort of Star Wars tunic, like an officer from the Death Star. We piled into the reclining aircraft seats of a splitter van and took off on tour around the provinces. We honed our sound in towns like Torbay and Milton Keynes and Aberystwyth. We checked into crummy suburban bed-and-breakfasts with our guitar cases and garment bags, feeling very much like pop stars.

         We even played a handful of gigs opening for XTC, by now signed to Richard Branson’s label, Virgin Records. Virgin believed they could turn one of the UK’s most challenging new wave bands into a commercial success. Barry Andrews had left the band, but instead of replacing him with another keyboard player they had brought in a second guitarist. The manic songs of theirs that I’d admired in the early punk days still worked pretty well, but I noticed a brand-new number in their set called “Making Plans for Nigel” that sounded to me like an instant classic. Bassist Colin Moulding was singing the lead, and with Dave Gregory’s guitar layered on top of Andy Partridge’s, they’d settled on a more accessible mid-tempo sound that seemed a sure bet for the charts. When the record became a breakthrough hit for them a few months later I was thrilled. There was something special about walking into Woolworth’s and seeing the name of a band I’d once followed around the London pub circuit now listed in the Top 20. I still had Andy Partridge’s home number in my phone book. I went to visit Colin Moulding and his girlfriend in a trendy pad in Chelsea that he’d actually paid for with money he made from pop music. Somehow the glass ceiling of pop stardom was shattered. It no longer seemed impossible that a band I was in could actually make the big time as well.

         Bruce Woolley had co-written a catchy song called “Video Killed the Radio Star” with his friends Trevor Horn and Geoff Downes, but they had their own band, the Buggles, and there was a race on to see who could get it released first. Our version was rockier, but lacking the refinement and finesse of Trevor’s ingenious production; it stalled out in the lower UK charts, while the Buggles’ version got massive radio play and went straight to #1 all over Europe. I now had the sensation of being tantalizingly close to a bona fide hit record. Though the Buggles’ success meant a massive publishing windfall for Bruce, losing out to his old mates was a bitter pill to swallow, and it threw CBS Records and his management into a tailspin.

         When you have a hit, everyone slaps each other on the back and no one stops to analyse what went right. When your record dies a death, there’s inevitably a post-mortem, and fingers begin to wag. The word was that Bruce Woolley and the Camera Club were not poppy enough for the mainstream UK charts, yet we weren’t hip enough to be darlings of the indie music press either.

         There was only one thing for it: pack us off to America.

         During the winter of 1980 I toured the USA playing synth with Bruce Woolley and the Camera Club. We played clubs and small theatres. It was the beginning of a new British Invasion, and the audiences went crazy. We were flown around from city to city, staying in rock-and-roll hotels like the Gramercy Park and attending frequent parties laid on by CBS Records. There was probably a huge shortfall to the tour accounts, but nobody questioned it. The cost would be reflected in Bruce’s next royalty statement.

         It was all a little overwhelming for me. And at times I felt homesick. I would make expensive long-distance calls back to England and spend hours chatting with Lesley Fairbairn. Lesley was always so good at grounding me. We’d become boyfriend and girlfriend in our mid-teens—too young, really. Over the years we went through phases of being a couple followed by spells as friends. Though we came of age together, deep down I don’t think either of us believed it was a match made in heaven. But she was always my biggest supporter, organizing my stuff and contributing occasional silky backing vocals to some of my songs. I would call her from my U.S. hotel rooms in the early hours, when it was morning back in England. She listened patiently to my war stories from the road and was sympathetic up to a point. But when I complained about this and that, the endless waiting around in airport lounges or the annoying fans clamouring for photos, she said, “Oh, Tom, get a grip. You’re a lucky man. Enjoy yourself!”

         There were girls everywhere. There were girls in the dressing rooms, outside the stage door, and in the hotel lobbies. At one hotel we stayed at—the Tropicana, in Hollywood—there were girls living as full-time non-paying residents, lying around the pool all day, just waiting for the next rock-and-roll band to check in. This was 1979, after all—post-Pill, but pre-HIV. I think you get the picture.

         Many of our U.S. dates were in larger venues playing as a warm-up for Lene Lovich. Lene was a UK-based Detroit transplant whose brilliant, quirky songs and whirling-dervish stage antics had got her signed to Stiff Records. Her single “Lucky Number” reached the UK Top 5 and was now making waves in the U.S. dance and college charts.

         I watched Lene from the wings each night, cooing and yelping her way through her fast-paced new wave set full of epic, heroic songs. She spun circles around the stage like Edith Piaf on crystal meth. The intro to her final song was almost mystical: she stood motionless at the microphone in a narrow revolving beam of light, fixing the audience with a mesmerizing stare while a string of unearthly bird trills emanated from deep inside her throat, echoing around the hall. Lurking close by in the shadows was her partner and co-writer, Les Chappell. While Lene was all frills—thick stage makeup, outlandish home-sewn outfits, lace gloves, braided hair extensions, a mysterious mid-Atlantic accent—Les was just the opposite, with a black tracksuit, shaved head, and no eyebrows. He just stood there looking fit and taut, like a hip bouncer outside the Mudd Club. I was in awe of them both. One night after a show in Seattle I happened to find myself in the same hotel elevator as them, and I was overcome with shyness. As the lift doors opened at their floor Les turned to me and said quietly, “We caught Bruce’s set tonight. Great synth parts. Lene thinks you’re a star.”

         That night I had a dream. Lene and I were apartment hunting together in what felt like Paris or New York. We were viewing a large apartment, empty aside from a few cardboard boxes. It had grand high ceilings and two massive symmetrical rooms, each with a picture window facing the street at opposite ends. In the centre was a partition with open double doors. Lene was walking back and forth through the doorway from one room to the other, gazing around, looking quizzical. “I only see two rooms. But I sense there is another. There is a third room here, Thomas, but we can only see two.”

         I set about writing Lene a song. It’s easy for guitarists to write on the road, perched on the edge of a hotel bed with a steel-string like Jagger and Richards. It’s harder for a keyboard player, because we need a lot more gear. You have this image of Joni Mitchell or Kate Bush finding her way into a darkened hotel ballroom and pulling the canvas off an antique Bösendorfer. But there were no Bösendorfers at the shitholes we stayed at, like the Cipriani and the Tropicana.

         Tascam had just come out with a new recording device called a Portastudio. It recorded on double-speed cassette tapes, using all four tracks so that you could keep overdubbing new parts. So I saved up my gig fees and twenty-dollar per diems and bought myself a Tascam Portastudio. After shows I had to wheel my keyboard flight case up to my hotel room. The rest of the band was usually down in the bar, or taxiing off to some nightclub to pick up girls. But I would stay up late with my headphones on, working over song ideas. I had a little Boss Dr. Rhythm drum machine, and I would program simple grooves and play or sing all the rest of the parts. After many nights of learning and experimentation I was ready for Lene to hear my song. It was called “New Toy.” I slipped a rough mix to Les in an envelope at the breakfast buffet one day, along with a letter to Lene describing my dream. He thanked me for the tape, but he said Lene was in bed sick with laryngitis and a fever. Later that day I found out that the last few dates of the tour had been cancelled, and we were all taking an early flight back to England.

         Weeks passed before I heard from them. I tried to put it out of my mind. Then Lene called me and said they wanted to meet. She never mentioned my dream. But she and Les loved the song and she invited me to their rehearsal room in Kentish Town to try routining it with her band. They already had a piano and organ player, but there was a second keyboard rig set up, so I jammed with them on several of her songs, which of course I knew by heart. It felt good, really good. Especially “New Toy,” which, after all, I’d tailored to suit Lene’s voice and the players in her band. When Lene and Les asked me to join the band, it felt like my career had just shifted up a gear. That evening I called Bruce and told him I was leaving the Camera Club. He was sad and disappointed, but he wished me all the best. Bruce was always a good friend and boss, though I probably didn’t acknowledge how much he had influenced me until many years later.

         We recorded and mixed “New Toy” in a single long day at a sixteen-track studio in Kentish Town. Les took it in to Stiff Records the next day, and they immediately picked it as Lene’s next single. A mere two months later the record was released, and the same week it was added to BBC Radio 1’s A-list. I began to hear my song coming from upstairs balconies and out of cars stopped in traffic jams. I wanted to lean my head in the car window and tell them, I wrote that!

         My mum bought twenty copies of the single in her local record shop. Over the years, she bought at least twenty copies of each single I released, believing it would make a difference to the chart positions. The record shop assistants used to have a stack of them behind the counter ready for Mrs. Robertson when she walked in. “My son’s going to be a pop star, you know!” she told them. Sure enough, in May 1981 “New Toy” entered the lower reaches of the charts, and Lene and her band were invited to perform on Britain’s main music TV show, Top of the Pops. It was the first time my family had ever seen me perform.

         I have three brothers and two sisters, all older. I am the youngest by six years. My mother and father both had respectable and successful teaching careers, but they loved children. The elder siblings were very academic, like their parents, the younger ones less so. I was the only one in the family to pursue a career in entertainment. Though we all appreciated music, there wasn’t much participation in our household when I was growing up. My sister Lucy played the clarinet, and my brother Dominick was in a rock band when he was about seventeen. He had a Hammond B-3 organ, and I remember sneaking into his room and firing it up when he wasn’t around. I taught myself the intro to “A Whiter Shade of Pale.” I think my parents were initially quite disappointed that, though I was evidently bright like my siblings, I never really applied myself at school. They were relieved when I discovered that making music was something to sink my teeth into, and probably imagined when the phase passed I would settle down to a normal job. Then, once my name started to show up in the papers and on the radio, my parents dined out on it. Among the Cambridge dons and their spouses at the Trinity College “high table,” they would successively recount the scholastic achievements of their older children, adding with a chortle, “… and young Tom’s going to be on Top of the Pops this week!”

         I was elated about my upcoming TOTP debut and called all my friends to let them know to be sure and tune in at 7:25 p.m. that Thursday evening. I decided this called for a brand-new look. No more dour goth. No more New Romantic space cadet in eyeliner. I duly hit the local Oxfam thrift shop and picked out a nifty tan leisure suit, white shirt, and dark tie, and accessorized it with a crocodile belt and my National Health glasses.

         While TOTP was the only “live” UK pop music show, music videos were just coming into vogue. If you had a video, your single could get more exposure via kids’ TV and breakfast talk shows. So Stiff Records agreed to make a low-budget video for “New Toy.” To save money, Stiff Records’ founder Dave Robinson decided to direct it himself. We had a single day to shoot it at a ritzy address in Regent’s Park.

         On the morning of the shoot I stepped out of a taxi with my garment bag, and as I reached the top of the stairs my jaw dropped. It was the apartment from my dream. I had never been to a house as grand as this in London, which is why I’d assumed we were in Paris or New York. It was a chilly morning and you could see your breath. The crew was busy setting up cameras and lights. In the middle of the space they were rigging a huge white tube made of parachute silk, brightly lit and blown open by giant fans, through which Lene and the band were going to move while singing the song. This ethereal tunnel was the third room Lene had sensed in my dream, six months earlier.

         I’ve never had a supernatural experience, before or since. I’m not that sort of person, and I don’t possess those kinds of powers. Lene clearly did. In time I came to believe that this extraordinary dream had not come from my own subconscious—it came from Lene’s.

         I believed that for years, actually, right up until I wrote it down for this book. Now I realize the truth is obvious. Lene picked out that location because it matched the one in my dream. Duh!

         “New Toy” was not a huge hit in the UK, but it made enough of an impact within the industry to get me noticed. And now that I’d pulled it off once, songwriting and recording didn’t seem so intimidating. So I decided to use the little money I had left over from gigging to buy studio time and make a record under my own name. As a long shot, I put in a call to Andy Partridge from XTC to ask if he would help. To my amazement he offered to take a train to London and co-produce my two new songs, “Urges” and “Leipzig.” A couple of weeks later we completed them in a pokey eight-track studio in a back street near Goodge Street Station. Andy played bass drum and tambourine on the recordings, and twiddled the knobs, but he refused to let me pay him.

         The studio owner introduced me to a music business lawyer called Tony Simons. He was a diminutive man with a bald pate, whose dad had been a record industry big shot. He listened to my tapes and said he was fully confident he could get me a solo record deal. I was running really short of money again, but Tony offered to forgo his fees for three months while he circulated the tapes to his contacts in the music industry. I agreed that if he was able to get me a record deal I would either pay his fees or appoint him my full-time manager at 15 per cent commission. We took the tapes to a few meetings at labels. Most turned us down, but A&M Records showed a lot of interest. This American-owned company, Tony assured me, was the perfect home for me because they were known to be especially supportive of developing artists like the Police—the band I’d seen that night at the Railway Arms in Putney, who were now filling sports arenas.

         While Tony went back and forth on terms with A&M, I decided it was time to move out of my loathsome Putney bedsit and get a place north of the Thames. I moved into a small ground-floor flat on the Hammersmith-Fulham border, paying a weekly rent on a rent-to-buy basis, so that with my record deal signed and the advance money in the bank I could maybe put down a deposit to buy the lease outright.

         I seemed to have a cosy rapport with my new record label friends. I would ride my bicycle every day the short distance to the A&M offices in Parsons Green to discuss plans for the release of “Urges”/“Leipzig” and the recording of my first solo album. It seemed to be taking an age for the contract to get done, but eventually Tony brought me the final draft and a date was set on 20 April 1981, for a signing ceremony at A&M, complete with press, photographers, and a lunchtime celebration.

         On the evening of 19 April I got an angry call at home from a vice president of A&M. “We refuse to be mugged!” he said. “The deal is off. For good.” There was no further explanation, and before I had a chance to ask questions he hung up on me.

         There was no word from Tony Simons for several days. It finally came in the form of a hand-delivered envelope under my front door. Inside was a typed invoice for £4,500 in respect of the deferred hours he’d spent working on my record deal. I immediately called Tony’s voice mail and told him he was a fucking crook and he knew where he could stuff his invoice. This turned out to be a bad move, because the next letter I got, a week later, was from a collection agency, threatening legal action if I didn’t pay up. They suggested I sell my keyboards and recording equipment to cover it. In the meantime, they informed me, Tony had possession of my multi-track tapes for “Urges” and “Leipzig,” and I should consider myself prohibited from trying to offer the masters elsewhere.

         I couldn’t believe I’d been betrayed like that, and I desperately wanted A&M to know that I had nothing to do with whatever it was Tony Simons was trying to put over on them. Or perhaps they had just decided not to sign me after all, and used Tony as a smoke screen? It made little difference either way. The fact was, I was twenty-two years old and flat broke. I’d overextended myself on the new place, and I had no idea where the next rent cheque was going to come from.

         The small grubby boys playing in the street outside my house had seen me on TV and ran after me squealing, “Pop star! Pop star!” It felt like a taunt.

         Within a few days, I came to a decision. I would sublet my Fulham flat to my friend Matthew Seligman, bass player with the Soft Boys, and get the heck out of London. In early May I hitched a ride in a refrigerated chicken lorry and took the ferry across the English Channel, arriving late at night in Paris with nothing but a small backpack and Jo Kerr’s address on a scrap of paper.
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