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            PROLOGUE

            On Being an Imaginary Viking

         

         We are getting ahead of ourselves here. Very far ahead. Almost to the end, in fact. Time was neither a straight line, after all, nor memory an exact science …

         I was standing next to a man who had burned a million pounds. This was a rare pleasure in itself. Having occasionally burned money in public myself, as an experiment in defiance and occasionally for my own amusement, I was well aware of the reactions it might provoke in people who could think of money as nothing but good. I had never been near enough to a million actual pounds to set light to them but I had practised on the odd fifty here and there and I certainly had respect for the convictions of anybody who could strike that match and live with the consequences. We live in a time and place where the idea of money is an all-consuming fever, with very few real challengers. To destroy the symbols of the idea of this material religion is considered the ultimate heresy. Literally. Heresy. Even to question the concept of money puts you on shaky ground. If poor people question the great green god they are generally accused of jealousy and envy. Nobody could accuse someone who burned a million quid of being envious. That was an act of war. I mean, it’s not an act of war like a cruise missile or something (which also costs a million quid), but it certainly annoys people. Although money has no conscience, it can be a blank canvas upon which we may reveal our worst vices and trace the shapes of our desires and dreams. Money is the nothing that seems like everything when you don’t have it. The problem is, perhaps, that people begin to mistake the way for the destination. Money and fame are not happiness in themselves and if you doubt that, ask the zombie hologram of Michael Jackson for its opinions on the subject. Regardless of the void in these idols, they have become popular ends in themselves and, as such, perhaps need to be destroyed occasionally if only to limit the power they hold over our lives. It is telling that the ultimate goal for anybody involved in the creative arts is to be remembered after their deaths, by which point, hopefully, one might imagine their priorities will have changed somewhat.

         The man who had once (allegedly) burned a million pounds was explaining what it was that he was trying to achieve and why. ‘I realised that recorded music had become trivial and meaningless when I got my first iPod,’ he said. ‘It just didn’t mean anything any more, so I tried to imagine a world where no music existed and it had to start again from scratch.’

         There was something eternally hopeful in his nihilism.

         I too had fallen out of love with the idea of recorded music, although my personal epiphany had arrived on an easyJet flight. I was looking at the back of the seat in front of me and I saw a vibrant picture of a can of Coke and a bag of crisps. It was a flight, so it was perfectly acceptable for them to advertise this junk food at some extortionate price. Thrown in as an incentive to buy the crisps and Coke was ten free downloads of songs. Why would anyone want to spend their lives making something that was given away free with junk food? The worth of music itself had been challenged and debased and perhaps the only way to get people to appreciate it again was to withdraw it. Of course this was impossible, but it didn’t mean it wasn’t worth a try.

         The man who had burned a million quid went on. He said, ‘Music just didn’t mean anything any more. So now, I only want to record the sound of the human voice.’

         Relishing the obvious irony in the upcoming possibility of recording music (albeit only with the human voice) with a man who had just explained his belief in the pointlessness of recorded music, I nodded and agreed. I had occasionally entertained myself with the idea of a big red button that would eliminate all recorded music from the world. Miles Davis, Jimi Hendrix, Abba, and the Spice Girls, freed from overwhelming zombie culture to exist only as memory in the mind of musicians everywhere. No copyright. No restriction. No more just pressing ‘play’. Only the possibility of musicians playing music. Would you press the button? Would you press it to save music? I can’t remember who it was that told me to remember to forget.

         ‘I was driving my Land Rover, listening to the sound of the engine,’ he continued, explaining the concept further, ‘when I heard voices from the back seats. There was nobody in the vehicle with me, but I could hear singing behind my head.’ It seemed that our old friend, the drone, had manifested once more to weave its imaginary magic, like the musical equivalent of a random pattern of tea leaves in the bottom of your cup that might speak of the future to those who concern themselves with these things. ‘It was very strange,’ he continued. ‘It seemed to me like there were three Vikings in the back of the Land Rover and they were singing along in tune with the engine.’

         Then, while showing us the film of the recreation of his journey, he made some imaginary Viking sounds to better illustrate the sound of his vision. There he had been, driving through some unpopulated landscape in Northumbria, or the Scottish borders, or somewhere in between, and then … from somewhere between the sound of the engine, the wheels on the road, and his fevered and solitary imagination, three Vikings had sort of materialised in the back of the Land Rover to sing along with his journey. Being a curious sort, he had joined in with this unexpected choir rather than thinking he had gone mad. He now wanted us to approximate the sound of the (possibly) imaginary Vikings.

         I was also standing next to an incredibly hungover and amenable Australian with a voice like a thousand late nights, who had, perhaps, burned a little money in his time but not in any way that had produced smoke and flames. There is more than one way to not give a fuck, after all.

         We had been chosen purely for the quality, or lack of quality, of our voices, which were as deep and sonorous as old bronze bells housed in picturesque and decrepit towers. Although we were green with the verdigris of time and other intoxicants, we could somehow sing in tune with the hum of the sleek forces that keep the world from wobbling off its axis and flying through space at a tangent to time. Or something.

         The producer played the actual recorded Land Rover sound and we began humming and omming along, in a low-sounding mechanical rumble that worked in sympathy with the engine and the Vikings. The drone was in the key of B, I believe. Everything has a key. Vikings, engines, lampposts, cats, you.

         Ommmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm …

         The man from The KLF sang along and I tried not to feel intimidated by his presence. Somewhere deep inside, a ghostly voice was echoing a memory of a dimly remembered bacchanal. ‘MuuuuuumuuuuuuMUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUU,’ it sang.

         I don’t think it was a Viking.

         Ommmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm.

         Rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr …

         We went across the borders, imagining imaginary Vikings, and embracing the sound of the engine that drove us and our marauded voices. We sounded like hungover and considerably road-burned musicians, standing around a microphone, impersonating Tibetan monks, pretending to be imaginary Vikings, in the back of a real (but now recorded) Land Rover, for a man who had once recorded a song with Tammy Wynette. I suppose I had reached that stage in my career where these things no longer seemed implausible.

         I had finally become a proper session musician.

         I was also going to be paid by a man who had burned a million quid.

         The three of us ran through the ‘song’ a few times.

         ‘I don’t think my Viking is low enough,’ said Bill. ‘You two do one together.’

         So the woken-in-fright Aussie and I gave it a run through until the engine of our voices was a dulcet dream machine and the Vikings had come into clearer focus.

         Ommmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm …

         From the drone comes all manner of things.

         From the one comes the many, and so, to the one, the many must return … to mire and mingle and throw forth tentacles of existence from the void once more.

         I hadn’t obtained this particular job through my many weird contacts in the music industry (after years of service), or through an agent or a manager. I got this job by spitting schnapps into a Brandenburg barbeque that had been warming me and three of my friends after we’d spent a pleasant day cycling around the nearby forests and lakes. I may have swallowed a little too much of the schnapps before I started spitting it at the fire but, regardless, my impromptu fire-breathing and howling at the moon had served to impress our German host rather more than one might have expected, given the fact that we were actually on his property and I was in something of a berserker state of mind.

         ‘You have a very deep voice,’ he had said, calmly and reasonably, after I had growled at some real or imaginary injustice before spitting another mouthful of schnapps into fiery oblivion. ‘Would you be interested in doing some recording work?’

         ‘How much?’ I growled.

         ‘Only a couple of hours or so,’ he said.

         ‘NOOOOOOO … HOW MUCH FUCKING MONEY?’

         I produced another fireball, by way of punctuation, which produced a pleasing blast of heat and a solid whompfing sound. I looked at him slyly. ‘And who is it for anyway?’

         ‘It is for something I am recording with Bill Drummond in Berlin in a couple of weeks,’ he replied, still remarkably unfazed by my werewolf act.

         That name calmed me faster than a hand job and a couple of Valium.

         ‘From the fucking KLF? Bill Drummond who burned a million quid?’

         ‘Yes,’ he replied.

         I sobered up and acted normal. ‘I’ll do it for free,’ I said. ‘I like him.’

         So, I had given our host my phone number, blown another couple of mouthfuls of schnapps into the fire to seal the deal and then retired to bed for the evening, expecting nothing more to come of it.

         And there we were, standing in the Berlin morning, doing our best to lend convincing Viking overtones to a Land Rover engine in B … or B flat.

         We took a break from the recording and retired to the kitchen table to drink tea. ‘I gotta say, Bill,’ I said, as calmly as my impressed inner fanboy would allow, ‘you kept me fairly well entertained during the dark times of Britpop and New Labour in the nineties. Thanks for that.’ I didn’t directly want to mention the burned money, or the crazed acid house singles, or the fact that they had deleted their entire back catalogue at the height of their career. I didn’t even want to mention the forty grand he had nailed to a board for the future Turner Prize winner, nor the Echo and the Bunnymen tour he had booked in the shape of rabbit ears in order to appease an ancient and vengeful bunny deity. He looked kind of haunted for a moment and said, ‘My kids think I’m an idiot.’

         And then we both laughed for quite a while.

         When he was satisfied with our interpretation of his imaginary Land Rover Vikings, we all said our farewells. He left, looking a little hangdog but with a twinkle in his eye and plans and schemes that were somehow in him and beyond him and that might leave his children wondering what the fuck was wrong with him, until they were old enough to know better.

         I would happily have worked for free. It’s not often that you get to pretend to be an imaginary Viking in the back of a Land Rover driven by a man who burned a million quid the hard way.
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Gateway Drugs


         

      

   


   
      
         

            Mind Yer Fingers

         

         I left school at sixteen and went to work in a sheet-metal factory in Birmingham. My dad was an absent partner, so I suppose I had joined the family business. The factory was run by a father and daughter team who spent most of their time in the warm office drinking coffee. My dad had decided that it was better for me to start at the bottom and work my way up, so that’s exactly what I did. Well, the first bit anyway.

         Three people worked on the factory floor. Me and two lads from Birmingham called Wayne and Ray. Wayne had a wet-look, permed mullet, and one of those little moustaches that were so beloved of British football fans in the mid-eighties. He was a Birmingham City supporter and I didn’t give a fuck about football, so there were no problems between us in that respect. Ray was a tattooed ex-borstal boy from Small Heath who had been given a bit of tax-free casual work from the old man to see how things worked out, while Ray was trying to go straight and get himself out of the world of glue sniffing and petty crime that had been his lot since he was a kid. Me and Ray got on well. We all worked in a long narrow corridor of floor-space between two lines of ancient and dirty machines. Standing stacked along each wall were work benches, hand presses, metal saws, spot welders, MIG welders, brake presses, guillotines, drills and all sorts of things that whacked, bent and cut metal into whatever shapes people would pay us to make. Set in a tangle of decaying Victorian buildings in the Jewellery Quarter of Hockley, the factory itself looked like a narrow unlit sweatshop from a Dickensian dream of industrial Britain. There was no real heating system, so we stood on ripped-up pieces of cardboard while we worked to keep our feet from getting cold. When it was really cold, our fingers stuck to the bits of metal we were working with. The radio was always on and it tormented me daily with the endless production line of pop that we were being fed at the time. If they played a song I half liked I would jump for joy. That happened about four times in a year. Mostly, Radio One played Stock, Aitken and Waterman, Spandau Ballet, Duran Duran and all sorts of other forgettable eighties shit that could cut through the whine and clatter of the factory and the brutal whacking of the washer machine. Not a washing machine, a washer machine. That infernal contraption had a unique rhythm all of its own: 160 beats a minute and nothing else mattered while it hammered out the unhappiest of hardcore, stamping out metal washers the size of your fist from hand-fed strips of fourteen-gauge steel. Operating this machine was like being hit on the head with a heavy thing, quickly and repeatedly, which is perhaps not the most soothing way to spend Monday morning, freezing the balls of your feet off after a weekend of no sleep and intravenous amphetamine sulphate. Like many things I will try to describe in this book, I do not suggest you try it yourself.

         The mundane and relentless twattery of the music and the mindless chatter of the DJs were ominously broken every morning, just in time for tea break, by the mournful violins heralding the beginning of ‘Our Tune’. This was the mawkish low point of a show hosted by Simon Bates, which made a daily feature out of an awful sob story sent in by one of Mr Bates’ depressed listeners. After reading the story out on air Bates would play some sentimental song chosen by his willing victims to soundtrack the memory of their beloved dead dog, or the time they had all contracted syphilis together.

         Sometimes we would get so bored at work that we would abuse the various chemicals that had been left on the shelves of the factory over the years. We had no idea what these chemicals actually were, crusted and rusting in their old spray cans and forgotten pots, but we were hopeless narcotic explorers and we hacked our way through the chemical undergrowth with glee. You might not be able to change the world but at least you can change your mind, right?

         One day we were abusing the contents of some arcane tin by spraying the contents into a rag and inhaling it.

         ‘Do you feel anything?’ I’d asked Ray after we had both taken a good blast.

         ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘my feet have gone really cold.’

         ‘Mine too,’ I said, and we both laughed and laughed. Then we did it again, just to make sure it had really happened. We chalked that experience down as another victory for entertainment and then went back to the machines and the boredom. The fact that we would occasionally alleviate our boredom with a mid-morning snifter of feet-go-cold spray was pretty ironic given the fact that we spent most of the day standing around on squares of cardboard to stop our feet from getting too cold.

         I suppose it is possible to interpret the fact that we were abusing solvents and odd industrial sprays as a sign that we weren’t responsible enough to have control over our lives. To a degree that is true. To another degree, we were victims of our environment, which was sometimes so shit that it seemed better to risk the unknown and the dangerous, especially if it made your feet go a bit cold in an entertaining way. At least we felt we were in control of the spray. We did not always feel the same way about some other parts of our lives.

         We did a lot of work on a machine called a brake press. When the foot pedal of this contraption was pressed, its two steel jaws would come together, accompanied by the hiss of hydraulics, a hum and a clunk, to produce a perfect fold in a carefully inserted strip of metal. Sometimes there would be thousands and thousands of the same strips of metal, all requiring exactly the same bend. The hypnotic mantra of the machine and the repetitive work would go on and on, sometimes for days, eating the countless crawling hours between tea breaks and the thirty minutes we got for lunch. The machine had no safety guards. Safety guards slowed down the work rate and, because we lived in competitive times, the guards had been disabled so that we could help the machine to bend metal more quickly. This lead to an interesting conundrum of human consciousness whereby, on the one hand, the person working the machine was completely hypnotised by the repetition and boredom of the work while, on the other hand, a simple slip or a mistimed foot could lead to a terrible situation in which bits of either hand could be suddenly removed without warning. Once, when I had been operating that machine alone for about two days, I started remembering dreams that I had never remembered. Dreams that were years old surfaced in my brain like phantoms from a life I had forgotten. It felt like recovering from amnesia. My mind would split, with one half taking care of the boring but necessary tasks essential for survival, while the other half of my brain desperately tried to keep the entertainment factor high enough so that I didn’t give up the ghost entirely and put my head between the metal jaws as a quick way out.

         Another time, when we had a job that needed to be finished really quickly, Wayne and I were working together at this machine. He was operating the brake press and I was sorting and loading the thin strips of aluminium for him. We weren’t chit-chatting or abusing any of the many aerosols on offer, and we had reached the point where we were hardly aware of anything beyond the beat and the noise of the job at hand and our own thoughts.

         Click, clank, whirr, chunk, click clack whirr, chunk, click clack whirr, chunk,

         click, clank, whirr, chunk, click clack whirr chunk, click clack whirr, chunk,

         click, clank, whirr, chunk, click clack whirr, chunk, click clack whirr, chunk.

         It was a constant and reassuring sound that had been playing for an hour when it was strangely interrupted. Wayne said, ‘Ouch,’ and the rhythm stopped so that there was only silence beyond the low growl and the hiss of the resting machine. He hadn’t said ouch very loudly. It was like he had just stubbed his toe or something.

         I looked up from the aluminium strips to see why Wayne had stopped work. He had gone very red and he was wearing a weird, almost embarrassed smile. He glanced down at his hands and I followed his eyes until I saw the two crushed ends of bone poking through the flesh. I glanced away from his hands towards the machine and there, cradled in its resting metal jaws, were the ends of Wayne’s two smallest fingers. They were crushed, mangled and broken, but they were still recognisable as fingertips. I looked back at Wayne’s face. He looked at me and a strange, nervous laugh came out of him. ‘What should I do?’ he said, and then he made that weird, almost laughing sound again, as though he wanted me to find it funny and then maybe it wouldn’t be real. For a couple of seconds I didn’t know what he should do either.

         ‘You better go to the office, mate,’ I said in a thin voice. ‘You’ll be all right.’

         He turned away and walked down to the office, past the long lines of machines and tools, and with every step he took he left behind a little trail of blood that made fresh dark stains on the dirty concrete floor. I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood there and waited with the machine and the two ruined fingertips. The boss came up from the office. He had a tissue in his hand, which he used to pick up the pieces of flesh that had once been Wayne’s fingers. There was no way anybody was going to be able to sew them back on. It hadn’t been a clean cut. There wasn’t much blood on the machine but he wiped it off anyway and then he asked me if I was all right to carry on with the job while he took Wayne to the hospital. I told him that I was able and then I started folding the little pieces of aluminium that I had previously stacked for my workmate. I worked very slowly. Much more slowly and carefully than I usually did. When Wayne and the boss walked past me on the way to the hospital, I noticed that Wayne wasn’t smiling any more and that his face had gone a kind of pale grey colour. I carried on putting ninety-degree bends in the aluminium strips until it was time to stop work.

         At five o’clock I washed my hands and walked round the corner to the George and Dragon on Albion Street. Inside it was noisy and smoky and the air was alive with clacking dominoes, laughter and relief, as the tin bashers and the jewellers, the watchmakers and the machine operators all gathered for a drink after work. There were a lot of metal workers in there. Birmingham had historically been a big metal-working city. The old tin bashers were lined up along the bar and I cast an eye along them. I looked at their hands, maybe for the first time. More than one of those hands, gripping those different pints along the bar, was not using a full fist of fingers. The more I looked at people’s hands, the more missing fingers I saw. The meat seller walked through the door with a carrier bag full of bacon and he started handing out the unmarked plastic packets to the people giving him money. I sat and smoked and wondered what the future might hold for me if I kept on earning a living on the machines and in the factories of Birmingham.

         After a couple of pints I got a taxi back to the pub I lived in. The Queen’s Head was an old coaching house on Garrison Street in Small Heath. It sat between three train lines, underneath electricity pylons, on a largely deserted patch of industrial wasteland at the back end of the Leyland factory. When all of the surrounding factories knocked off for the evening the pub sat alone as the only inhabited island in a sea of empty buildings and lifeless storage facilities. It was run by a fierce woman called Nancy McCann, who ran the place with an iron hand in a black velvet glove. It said ‘licensed proprietor Ann Dympna McCann’ over the door but inside she was the queen and the head, and everybody knew it. It was a lively place that rarely closed before 3 a.m. despite the fact that closing time by law was eleven. Nancy was a canny woman and if the police came round to knock on the curtained windows at midnight, she would let them in and give them free whiskey. More than once, I’d look out of my attic window before leaving for work and see the coppers sleeping peacefully in their squad car on the road outside. There was a full and well-used jukebox in the Queen’s Head that constantly played Irish folk songs and a few others too. It’d be playing ‘The Fields of Athenry’ or ‘Maggie’ or ‘American Pie’, and I would sit there drinking Guinness with the old men until I was too drunk to drink any more, or until I ran out of money.

         After I had drunk my fill I would go up to my room, play the guitar and listen to Jimi Hendrix on my old mono cassette player. I only had one tape. It was Electric Ladyland, and I listened to it every night as I was going to sleep for about a year, until I knew every note of every solo by heart.

         About two months later, when Wayne came back to work, he showed us the stumps of his fingers. One of the stumps looked exactly like ET, which we thought was pretty funny, because in the film ET points at space with his finger and says, ‘Home. Home.’

         Now, Wayne didn’t have a finger, but he had a stump that looked like ET’s face.

         He received about two grand in compensation for his accident, which seemed like a fortune to us at the time. He also got two months off work. Me and Ray used to discuss which fingers we might be able to chop off for two grand and a couple of months’ paid leave. I decided that I could probably stand to lose the little finger on my right hand, and one day I even got as far as laying it on the bed of the machine while trying to convince Ray to press the pedal. We were only half joking about it.

         I would spend my weeks in Birmingham working at the factory, and on Friday night I would get the train back to Rugby and hang out with my mates.

      

   


   
      
         

            A Piece of Cake

         

         We made some small talk and then he glanced over his shoulder and said, ‘Here, man. Do you want some space cake?’

         I had managed to scrounge a couple of drags off a few joints at parties in the past, but I was by no means a hash smoker at this point, nor did I have much experience at all with illegal drugs.

         The idea of a space cake sounded great. It was a cake with space in it. How dangerous could it actually be? I reached into the prettily decorated cake tin that he was holding and took out a piece of cake. It looked like normal cake. ‘Thanks very much,’ I said. ‘What’s in it?’

         He laughed, and said, ‘Hash mainly.’

         I ate the cake, absent-mindedly, and looked out of the window. ‘Delicious!’ I said when I’d finished it.

         ‘Do you want another bit?’ he said, narrowly avoiding a slow-moving pensioner, as he offered the cake tin to me again.

         Of course I wanted another slice of cake. I liked cake and it would have been rude not to. ‘Thanks very much,’ I said and ate the second piece without a thought.

         There was some music playing on the car stereo. It sounded very familiar even though I had never heard it before. I listened to it for a while and tried to decide how something could sound both very old and very modern simultaneously. ‘What is this music?’ I shouted, over the top of it.

         ‘It’s the Velvet Underground,’ came the reply.

         ‘It’s good, isn’t it?’ I yelled back, unnecessarily.

         Then I went back to staring out of the window at the Warwickshire countryside, while ‘White Light/White Heat’ began to imprint itself into my softening brain and the speeding silver car roared along the quiet country lanes on the way to the party.

         It was a fairly standard teenage party. There was loud popular music and there was too much booze. I had drunk too much of it by the time the first space cake made its considerable presence felt. I suddenly felt very sick indeed and ran outside to throw up.

         I wobbled back inside and propped myself up by a wall. Somebody asked me if I was all right, which prompted another wave of nausea and more throwing up. I was not feeling very all right at all, so I made my way into an empty bedroom and fell asleep curled up in the corner of the room.

         At some point in the evening one of the girls who was throwing the party came over and shook me awake to see if I was OK. I repaid this concern by vomiting over her curtains as she watched in disbelief, then I went back to sleep again without an apology. I was not the life and soul of the party. I was discombobulated, disembodied, haunted by strange visions, and thoroughly crashed the fuck out, the two hash cakes having put me in a place that was far beyond the realms of normal sociability. The party carried on around me as I slept peacefully beside the unclean curtains. I woke up, sometime in the very early morning, with that horrible mixture of tiredness and physical discomfort that demands a solution even when you are in no fit state to provide for yourself. The night and the room had grown uncomfortably cold and I needed heat, so I stumbled around amongst the strewn and sleeping bodies until I found an electric blow heater.

         I lay down in the corridor with my head directly on the heater and went to sleep again. When I woke up, it was daylight. My head was so hot that it felt like it had been cooked and the rest of me was freezing cold. I stood up and tried to regain an equilibrium that proved to be difficult with the combination of the heavy remnants of the innocent-looking space cake and an overly hot head. I took a little walk around, stepping and stumbling over the sprawled bodies of unconscious teenagers in various states of entanglement as I tried to encourage my blood to flow into the parts of my body it had been neglecting. It looked like the party had been some sort of fun. There were books down the toilet, broken windows, half-finished bottles of booze, and pools of vomit all over the place. It seemed that I hadn’t been the only person who’d failed to be the perfect guest.

         I walked into the kitchen and saw Pete Kember looking like he’d had a good night’s sleep and a shower. He was sitting at the breakfast table, eating a bowl of Frosties, while two people snored under the table.

         ‘Morning!’ he said, sounding weirdly cheerful and looking abnormally together. Pete didn’t drink. ‘How’s it going?’

         ‘I think I cooked my head,’ I replied, genuinely thinking it might have been the case. ‘How you doing?’

         He just laughed and carried on eating his Frosties.

         This was my first adventure with Pete Kember. There were to be many more, but I didn’t know that then.

      

   


   
      
         

            The Trip

         

         We were sitting in a fairly nondescript room, in an end of terrace house in Rugby, staring intently at the wall. I had become utterly fascinated by the taste of a match I had recently struck and I was trying to figure out why the main centre of my consciousness seemed to be located somewhere above my right kneecap. I was intensely aware of the pulsing of my own heart as it pushed the blood through the arteries and veins of my body.

         The wall we were staring at seemed to be alive with vibrant shapes and shades that fell far beyond the commonly recognised spectrum of colour and ordinary reality. Primarily the wall was lit by the Optikinetiks projector which Pete Bain had borrowed for the purposes of the evening’s entertainment from his bandmates in Spacemen 3 but, strangely, there were other colours and lights on the wall and in the room which did not seem to be emanating from obviously external sources. We each had our own internal lightshow working in perfect organic synchrony with the music and the blobwheel, and which was being powered by the tea we had drunk an hour previously that had tasted like the earth itself.

         ‘We should go to the fair,’ somebody suggested. This seemed like a pleasing idea, so we all wobbled, laughing, to our feet, and prepared ourselves for the short walk across town to the old cattle market.

         Me, Pete Bain, Roscoe, Craig Wagstaff, Kate Radley and the other members of our funfair orientated gang, prepared ourselves for the unusually epic journey of actually leaving the house.

         After a short stroll that may, in truth, have been much longer or shorter than we thought it was, we drew near to our destination. The lights of the fair seemed much brighter than usual, and the stars were positively beaming as we approached the distant noise of this temporary feast for the senses. Giant painted clowns and mountains of pulsating neon pink candyfloss loomed on the horizon, as the clattering fairground rides and the laughter of the people riding them called to us like a siren’s song to sailors. We were wobbly and giggly and laughing at stuff that probably didn’t exist for other people, but we weren’t hurting anybody. Not even ourselves, really. We were merely thrill-seekers, looking to catch a ride on the big wheel and to catch a glimpse of the great beyond ‒ in that, we were just like everybody else at the funfair.

         After we had dizzied ourselves with the plunge and rise of the rollercoaster and scared ourselves stupid with the cartoon shocks of the ghost train, we decided to return to the safety of the house and the comforts of the blobwheel. Pete Bain and I were walking a little way ahead when we heard a commotion from the rear of our psychedelic caravan.

         ‘Look at that! Look at that,’ our friends in the rearguard squealed. ‘What the fuck is that? Is it a spaceship? It looks like a chicken. Look at it!’

         Pete Bain and I exchanged knowing glances. We couldn’t see anything and, given the circumstances, we thought it was unlikely that our friends could see what they were seeing either.

         We walked back towards them to try to see what they had seen.

         They were babbling in a fairly high state of excitement: ‘What do you reckon it was? That was fucking weird. You should have seen it. It was amazing. A big neon chicken, kind of zigzagging around in the sky.’

         ‘Seen a spaceship, have you?’ said Pete. ‘Yeah, right.’

         ‘I saw it too,’ said Kate. ‘It was really strange.’ She was visibly excited about it, even though she hadn’t drunk the tea, which actually was strange.

         When we returned to the house, unimpeded by more neon chickens or spacecraft, we settled into the ever-rotating colour wheel and the fabulously 3D music as we gradually made our way back through the night to something approaching consensus reality.

         I had started visiting this particular house of ill repute in Rugby before it had truly become a house of ill repute. After the pubs closed at the weekend, a gang of merrymakers would dutifully stumble down to the house to listen to loud music and smoke hashish. I had become friends with Pete Bain (who was the bassist for Spacemen 3) and he introduced me into the circle and vouched for the fact that I was OK. I had met him through various after-pub house parties in the town, where the older crowd would gatecrash and I would sometimes manage to hang around them long enough for someone to pass me a joint. Every weekend for about two months I would go down to Winfield Street after drinking more lager than I could stand, someone would pass me a joint and then I would go outside to throw up. After a while, I stopped throwing up, and learned to keep myself together. We liked to get wasted, but we were still on the right side of the fine line between fun and outright self-destruction.

         The people who gathered there, and who lived there, were a few years older than me. Roscoe (who was shortly to take over from Natty Brooker as the drummer for Spacemen 3), Pete Bain and Tim Morris (the original Spacemen 3 drummer) used to visit for these late-night smoking and music sessions.

         Over the course of a year that house changed. The drugs of choice became less benign and the atmosphere became considerably harder and a little more dangerous. I stuck around when I should have been gone because I didn’t know any better. I didn’t know the difference and I didn’t care to listen to any of the warnings I was being given at the time. It was all illegal, and it was all outside of a normality I didn’t particularly care for. I was young and naïve and I had a taste for self-destruction that I barely recognised in myself. I really wasn’t that interested in living a long and happy life anyway. It seemed impossible to me. I had run screaming into the jungle with a knife between my teeth and a desire to fight imaginary tigers. Barehanded if necessary. I suppose it was a kind of death wish, but at least I wasn’t going down without a fight. The problem was, I was only going into battle with myself, and that’s a fight that nobody is equipped to win.

         Eventually the musicians stopped visiting. The recreational users of the kinder drugs stopped coming round after the pubs, and the students moved out. The hippies were given the boot and what replaced them was altogether more serious. The people that lived there now were older than even the older crowd I had been hanging out with. The visitors the house received were more serious drug users, petty thieves and dealers from the town. I was still working in the sheet-metal factory in Birmingham, but I was spending all of my weekends at the house.

         We would listen to all the old punk records, David Bowie, Lou Reed, reggae, ska, the Rolling Stones while we laughed at the people that slept, as we raided the ashtrays for dog-ends, and played endless rounds of blackjack, waiting for the first TV programme of the morning. It was called Wacaday. The dayglo-suited idiot presenter would appear on the TV screen on Saturday morning and start screaming, ‘WE’RE WIDE AWAKE!’ And we were. We hadn’t slept all night because we had been injecting amphetamine sulphate and grinding our teeth with boredom and pointless energy. I had started off snorting the stuff and soon moved over into injecting it. Snorting speed was like sniffing broken razorblades off a piss-house floor. Banging it was like taking the top of your skull off and pouring spacedust into your brain. I never thought about the risks or about the fact that we all shared the same old needle, week after week. When all of my money was spent, I would catch the train back to Birmingham New Street on Monday morning, put in eight hours on the machines at the sheet-metal factory and then go back to the pub in Small Heath.

         After a few months of this, I suppose I started to unravel a bit. My dad sacked me from the factory. My mum had already kicked me out of her house in Rugby after she had found three thousand magic mushrooms drying under my bed, so I moved into Winfield Street and signed on the dole. I suppose I was a quick learner. In the course of a year and a half I had gone from being a complete neophyte, to hanging out and being accepted by some of the more serious elements of the Rugby underworld, even though I was so young. Nobody asked my age, because I had just been a fixture of the house when the rough boys had arrived. I was like a potted plant, or something. One time when we were all shooting speed in the kitchen, the mysterious powder had turned to jelly in the spoon as it cooled. While he drew the paste into the syringe and struggled to fire it into his reluctant veins, one of the gnarled old punks turned to me and said, ‘How old are you, anyway?’ When I told him I was seventeen he looked a bit freaked out.

         Our dole cheques arrived bi-weekly and each of us received them on different days, so whoever got paid would take everyone else up to the pub and pay for the drinks. We would drink in the Blitz and sometimes down at a pub called O’Malley’s, which was the hangout of choice for some of the more insalubrious and criminal members of our not so secret society. Once, there had been a serious fire in O’Malley’s and it had shut down for a few days. The owners painted the entire place black, including all of the furniture, and then re-opened it within a week. It smelled a bit burned but it was still operational. Obviously our dole money didn’t go too far, and there was always the problem of having enough to eat when all of the money had been spent. We began to shoplift from the supermarkets, sometimes immediately after we had spent all of our money on booze. I was an inept thief at the best of times, and being a drunk shoplifter didn’t help matters at all. Finally, I was apprehended by the security team at the local Sainsbury’s with a stolen bag of Maltesers and a clove of garlic in my jacket. I suppose I was nobody’s idea of a master criminal, although the judge did see fit to ban me from every Sainsbury’s in the land after he had found me guilty of the crime. I never had the heart to get any further into thievery than pilfering from the supermarkets. It wasn’t my thing. For me, it was easier to be poor, and that worked in my favour in some ways, because my friends stopped giving me the speed I could no longer afford to pay for. I still had my guitar, but I didn’t talk about that too much. Nobody was talking about making music at the house any more, and the general view amongst my friends in the house was that there was something a bit weird about the musicians in town. Eventually I moved out of the house of ill repute. When somebody had stolen all of the plug sockets and the carpets and there wasn’t a clean spoon left in the house. When the bailiffs and the police had come round and broken the front door down one morning to cut the electricity off. When there was a plastic bag full of some old lady’s sentimental stuff that some idiot thief had stolen and then thrown up into the tree outside when he realised he couldn’t sell it. I would look up at that bag, caught in the high branches of the tree, and wonder about the woman’s valued trinkets that had been worth stealing but not worth selling. To be fair to my housemates they had given the thief a good bollocking about it. They did have standards.

         I was learning to live with the constant fear of arrest. Much has been written about the paranoia of drug users, but little has been written about the mental strains of being constantly under the threat of law. Maybe it isn’t just the drugs that cause the paranoia.

         My friend Rowley Ford, an old-school sixties’ dropout from Rugby who had taken the trip to India and never quite come back the same way, advised me of a good way to throw the police off if you happened to be unlucky enough to get searched.

         ‘Always carry something weird in your pockets, man,’ he said. ‘Nothing disgusting or stupid. Just weird stuff, like mad people do. They won’t search too far if they think you are mad.’

         I asked him what kind of stuff in particular, but he couldn’t really be specific about it.

         ‘Just weird stuff,’ he replied, and after a while that stuff somehow found its way into my pockets without me being able to explain it or understand it either. I guess that is just the way that weird works.

         By the time I left the house I was nineteen. I had lost my virginity, metaphorically and literally, and I’d lost a good chunk of my innocence too. I was using intravenous drugs before I lost my virginity, which is a very strange set of priorities for a teenager to have. Eventually, when it happened, it happened with a woman who’d once been the girlfriend of a man called Christopher Fitzgerald. He died of an overdose. If you look at the back of Sound of Confusion, the first Spacemen 3 album, it says, ‘In loving memory of Christopher Fitzgerald.’ I think he had been about nineteen when he died and his father had started a campaign in the local press to hunt down the drug dealers he held responsible for the death of his son.

         It all got pretty messy when the television cameras turned up in town and started interviewing people who really didn’t want to be on TV. His old man had taken out an advert in the local paper that said, ‘A day in the wells of time killed my son,’ because it was his coded way of naming two people who he held responsible for the death. We all understood that he was angry and sad, but the truth of the matter was that you could have arrested every drug dealer in Rugby and there would still have been another to take their place. He might as well have blamed the manufacturers of the little peach Palfium tablet which his son had injected on the night he died. The only person who had killed his son had been his son. All the rest had been supply and demand. I suppose no parent wants to think about the reasons for that, and neither did we.

      

   


   
      
         

            The Graveyard Shift (or How to Play One Note for a Very Long Time without Losing Touch with Your Mind)

         

         We loaded as much of the equipment as we could into stolen shopping trolleys, crossed the road from the flat, and entered the graveyard, making enough noise to wake the dead. It wasn’t out of a lack of respect. It was difficult to be silent. The wonky wheels skittered on the trolleys, the reverb springs twanged, and the amplifiers crashed against the cymbals, while we laughed and joked as we made our way across the paths that ran beside the graves. Rupert Brooke, the First World War poet who died before he saw action, and who was consequently revered for his patriotic verse, is buried in that graveyard, alongside the countless dead from various wars and other, more natural, causes. Intricately carved headstones line the paths amongst the yew trees, standing in mute testament to the love of the living for their dearly departed. We, of course, were very much alive and partly possessed by that feeling of invincibility that youth carries briefly, even as it walks so close to death. I had started hanging out with the musicians. My career as a thief had been going nowhere.

         We would arrive at the small rehearsal room in the old lampworks building and set up our borrowed and scrounged equipment. Natty Brooker would sit behind whatever tangle of drums he had managed to gather from hedgerows and junk shops, holding the noise together with his offbeat Beefheartian logic and his caveman stomp, while the rest of us played together, somewhere close by, lost in our own worlds but communicating distantly through rhythm, sound and noise.

         Darren Wissen would hunch over his guitar in a reverie, producing haunted sludge from the depths of the mushrooms he was so fond of, while Roscoe and Steve Evans added various woo-woo guitar and flying-saucer frippery as we collectively produced a fairly haunting and primitive dirge with few obvious connections to popular musical forms.

         I had been relegated to bass guitar, despite my initial reluctance and protestations. I was soon hammering away on those four strings, loudly, with enthusiasm, but with very little experience or technical skill. Somewhere there is a tape recording of my first ever change of key while playing in this group. In the recording, the rest of the band are desperately trying to alert me to the impending change by shouting over the clattering din of whatever bastard riff we were in the process of mangling. ‘NOW,’ they shout, many fruitless times, as I comically fail to count the bar correctly and move my fingers in time with theirs.

         This particular band never had a name and never did a gig. We never recorded anything beyond mono-cassette copies of our rehearsal sessions, and we rarely changed key or had any lyrics. We didn’t have titles for any of the ‘songs’ but we would go back to the same riffs, week after week, and hold on to them like a dog with a bone, gnawing at the same motifs for hours over hours. We were just happy to play and, even though we talked about doing gigs, we weren’t really that interested or ambitious beyond the rehearsal room.

         Although Rugby was a small town, and we were all vaguely aware of each other’s existence purely because of proximity, we had become firmer friends through our patronage of one particular pub and, specifically, through the Reverberation Club, which ran occasionally in its back room. The Blitz was a fairly typical mid-eighties British hostelry. Named after the famous London club, while sharing nothing in common with it except for the name, the Blitz was a coked-up designer’s mess of fake industrial pipes, neon lights, video jukeboxes and weirdly patterned carpets. This cheap recreation of last year’s brand new thing was housed behind an old Georgian frontage that looked out onto the main street leading up to Lawrence Sheriff School where I had tried to avoid as much unnecessary education as I could. Given that Rugby was a small provincial town, the clientele who frequented the Blitz were a mishmash of vaguely alternative people and the usual weekend pub crawlers. Thugs from the surrounding villages, punks, goths, and townies on the piss all gathered inside at the weekend to get their small-town kicks in whatever ways they saw fit. Bubbling away in the back room were the stirrings of a music scene that would influence countless bands, span the globe, and continue to be relevant thirty years and counting into the future. Judging by the tiny number of people who actually frequented the Reverberation Club, nobody would have predicted that at the time.
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