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About the Author


Flea is an Australian-born American musician and occasional actor. He is best known as the bassist and co-founding member of the Red Hot Chili Peppers, and co-founder of The Silverlake Conservatory of Music.




About the Book


The iconic bassist and co-founder of the Red Hot Chili Peppers tells his fascinating origin story, complete with all the dizzying highs and the gutter lows you’d want from an LA street rat turned world-famous rock star.


In Acid for the Children, Flea takes readers on a deeply personal and revealing tour of his formative years, spanning from Australia to the New York City suburbs to, finally, Los Angeles. Through hilarious anecdotes, poetical meditations, and occasional flights of fantasy, Flea deftly chronicles the experiences that forged him as an artist, a musician, and a young man.


His dreamy, jazz-inflected prose makes the Los Angeles of the 1970s and 80s come to gritty, glorious life, including the potential for fun, danger, mayhem, or inspiration that lurked around every corner. It is here that young Flea, looking to escape a turbulent home, found family in a community of musicians, artists, and junkies who also lived on the fringe. He spent most of his time partying and committing petty crimes. But it was in music where he found a higher meaning, a place to channel his frustration, loneliness, and love. This left him open to the lifechanging moment when he and his best friends, soul brothers, and partners-in-mischief came up with the idea to start their own band, which became the Red Hot Chili Peppers.


With an original poem by Patti Smith introducing this unique memoir, Acid for the Children is the debut of a stunning new literary voice, whose prose is as witty, entertaining, and wildly unpredictable as the author himself. It’s a tenderly evocative coming-of-age story and a raucous love letter to the power of music and creativity from one of the most renowned musicians of our time.




Always and in all ways, infinite thanks to
my infinite girls, Clara and Sunny, who
taught me what love is.


*


Dedicated to my sister Karyn, a better
writer than I will ever be.


**


To Kurt Vonnegut Jr. I apologize for the
semicolons.




 


I love you all


You little gray horizon


You little cold wet feet


You little whooshing car


You little creeping bobcat


You little cold and hollow wind


You big breaking wave


I breathe you in




 




Innocence


in a pitiless hand, may fall as a dying leaf
yet fate laid a finger upon a swaddled babe
born on the Australian mainland


from the tree of life he sprang, a wild thing
light-footed, kinetic, a twist of sweet breath
that for good or bad, magnified limb
on limb he cooed, baited and fished with his father
then plucked, flew above the River Yarra
to America, to Rye, dream catcher rumbling
signing the sky, dusting himself off, towering


providence assigned him an instrument
that in his hands formed a spectral voice
a color wheel spinning out of control
then returning, as a boomerang returns
to its burning center, its creative heart


the leaves of his life did not die but sang
page by page ciphers tracing the young
caravan, the raging backdrop, the litany
of faces blessed in the name of music


once in a vision there were bonfires blazing
he danced around them, dressed in his ages
innocence to experience, hungry for it all
flea the child, the devouring adolescent
with open arms, in a frenzy of gratitude


— patti smith








Part One



Ethiopia, I yearn for you, I aspire to you, to feel you again reminding me who I am and what I am for. Your common sense reducing me to a sobbing wreck, tears of relief, a river of caring flowing down my tired cheeks. The smell of Ethiopia, of khat leaves, dust, and coffee, filled me up as soon as I arrived, satiating and reviving me, making me full of emotion and clear of vision to see the most beautiful people I’ve ever seen. Their houses breathe fire, their food heals you from the inside out, and their music (the thing that brought me there) makes one little Flea lurch out of his chair and vibrate like a hummingbird. Descending into ancient churches carved out of subterranean stone, then boarding a bus with a group of fellow musicians, riding through the open hilly countryside, laid out on the roof of that bus, eyes full of sky rushing by, hills growing to and fro, and women with buckets on their heads sashaying to the rhythm of their lives. Ethiopia embraced me, kept me safe, danced with me, and gave me coffee and cake.


During an adventure there in 2010, my friends and I found ourselves in a small church, down a dusty road in the town of Harar. Three elderly women sat upon a modest stage, colorful fabrics draped over the landscapes of their dark wrinkles of age, one holding a tambourine, the other two with their clapping hands, they percussed and sang for us, the songs they have sung for a trillion years, from the birthplace of humanity. They sang without thought, like breathing, they calmly accessed the deepest connection to spirit, their music echoing around the room, funky and hard as I could ever imagine. I was so moved by them, absolutely blown away by how good it felt, and the organic beauty of the situation. After they finished, a young woman amongst our group, Rachel Unthank from the north of England, stepped up to sing an old traditional English folk song. She sang it crystal clear and true, it was so fucking deep, and my river widened and strengthened even more as I felt the truth of my purpose reaffirmed once again, the strength of these two different cultures expressed so profoundly through the highest of human endeavors.


Like the moon looking down upon us without judgment, with that maternal and melancholy Mona Lisa smile, the elderly women looked on with bemused countenances. For them, the heart-wrenching beauty of Rachel Unthank, which awoke my spirit . . . . . . that was normal. People sing. But those resounding voices reminded me of who I was, for what purpose I existed, and the beauty of it leveled me. Tears are not a sad or happy thing, they mean you care. I’m a wimp who cries too, so be it.


All my life has been a search for my highest self and a journey to the depths of spirit. Too often distracted by the competitive world, and tripping over my own foolish ego feet, but driven by the beauty, I keep trying, and I stay the course, trying to let go and feel the truth of the moment. This burning thing inside has kept me always curious, always seeking, yearning for something more, always on the endless search to merge with infinite spirit, using whatever tools are available, and it has taken me into wild situations in my life, including bizarre and self-destructive places, cuz I have not been able to understand it or control it. However, it burns and burns, and I learn, I learn. My greatest hope is that, as I am compelled forward, this book will be an integral part of my journey. I have no choice but to let the wild inhaling and exhaling of the godzzz push me relentlessly ahead, and to always surrender, come what may, to the divine and cosmic rhythm, on and on, to the break of dawn . . . . . .


boom bap boom ba boom bap.


A descent into an unlit place from which there is no escape, an underwater labyrinth of impossible mazes. No ghosts floating around down there with writing utensils hidden under their white eyehole sheets. I prefer to either drown like a cockroach in the toilet, or swim the English Channel like a hero. I may well be an eleven-fingered oaf slobbering over a typewriter, pounding out a thorny jumble of trash, an uneducated animal who runs on instinct and feeling. But this is my voice. The facts and figures aren’t important to me, the colors and shapes that make up my world are; they are who I am, right or wrong. The limits of my memory are their own reward. Like Rashomon, the same thing looks different to everyone from their angle. The greatest fault of humankind belongs to those who think their view of what’s real is the only truth.


I can only write and hope. Hope to arise from the muddy depths of this process, clear and cleansed, laser beams shooting from my eyeballs, holding the sunken treasure aloft, resplendent in silver and gold, an ebullient grin plastered on my face, and sea monsters docile at my feet.


A pang of concern furrows my brow when I wonder if I will hurt anybody’s feelings in the telling of my story. I know I’ve gotta express the movements that shaped me.


I speak only for myself.


I hope my book can be a song.


Hope.


Bein famous don’t mean shit.




The Magical
Bringer of Coziness


The greatest article of clothing I have ever owned was a black wool sweater that my nana knitted. It hung on my body perfectly, like a leaf on a tree, was so cozy, and rugged too. Made me feel just right, like I could go anywhere and do anything. I lost it in 1986, left it in a nightclub called Toad’s Place in the northeast of the USA one cold and wintry eve in the aftermath of an all-night punk rock bacchanal, before I left the tour for a few days to go act in the Back to the Future movies. I felt so sad, but then Nana knitted me another one. No material thing ever made me feel as good as that second sweater, and never was I as handsome again (unfortunately I lost that one too). I could disappear into it and be shielded from all evil.


The magical sweater knitter, my nana (my mother’s mother) Muriel Cheesewright, was a beautiful, hilarious, and bold woman. Growing up dirt poor and Cockney in the East End of London at the turn of the century, her mother died when she was eight, leaving Muriel with her Methodist minister father. My minister great-grandfather remarried a wicked witch who thought my nana was sinful because of her curly red hair. My nana’s beautiful shock of rocking red hair! Being forced to brush it with lye, to rid the sinful curls from their doubly sinful redness was painful, humiliating, and abusive. That stepmom might have temporarily straightened Nana’s curly locks, but only fed her mighty resolve! MURIEL CHEESEWRIGHT FOREVER!


In the early twenties, as Muriel grew into her own early twenties, she fell in love with Jack Cheesewright. For some unknown reason, perhaps some societal issue of the time, it was impossible for them to be together. Then she fell for a married man who promised to leave his wife, but didn’t. Devastated, disillusioned, and heartbroken, she boarded a ship to Australia looking for a new start in life. I can only imagine the vulnerability of her situation, a woman, all alone in the aftermath of World War I, getting on a ship bound for the other side of the world, traveling in steerage, to a place that for all she knew, might as well have been the moon. My sweet nana, with her sturdy frame, sparkling blue eyes, quirky dresses, and fierce determination.


After she arrived in Melbourne, she worked as housekeeper for a doctor. Pedaling past her workplace each day on his trusty bicycle was an errand boy delivering the groceries — Jack Dracup. She married him, and had three kids: my mother Patricia; my uncles Dennis, a sweet and hopeless romantic who maxed out his credit cards then mysteriously disappeared into the Philippines in the late nineties; and Roger, who I have never met, probably because he is very religious and disapproves of me due to my satanic rock-and-roll ways.


By all accounts, Jack Dracup was an abusive husband and a thoughtless father. When Muriel once served him salad — a new concept in Australia back then — he threw the bowl of food at the wall yelling, “Don’t bring me any bloody rabbit food!” He was a complete ass to her, and at a certain point she left him. This was a super courageous move at the time, since being an alcoholic drunken asshole was a man’s right, and no long-suffering woman had society’s support in challenging it.


She put her independent spirit to work and got her own place. Many years passed, and as Nana turned fifty, who showed up in Australia with a yearning heart??? My nana’s soulmate, her original love, the milkman Jack Cheesewright! It was the happiest time of her life. They bought a motor home and set out to drive all around Australia. She was finally content, exploring the allure and mystery of the great continent, the first vacation of her life.


They were far out in the middle of the desert, hundreds of miles from anything when Jack Cheesewright was incapacitated by a stroke, leaving my sweet nana to get her soulmate back to the city. Nana didn’t know how to drive and spent a few days with him out there, until her son-in-law, my stout-hearted father, was able to go rescue her. Jack died shortly after. Thankfully, she made it back to Melbourne to live her active Nana life, and to be my grandmother.


Tender memories of her float back easily. She made the most delicious golden syrup dumplings, we played a card game called Bali, and the trips to the backyard to use her outhouse were better than any boring indoor toilet, including those in the billionaire gilded palaces that I later discovered as an adult. As a small child, my little life was made expansive by the beauty of her, the comfort of her, always the light of who she was. Those are the love visions of my Australian childhood that sustain me.


Before Nana broke through to the other side at the age of ninety-eight, she came to an RHCP gig in Melbourne. Just before we hit, she walked across the stage to her seat in the wings, and as she passed center stage she paused, looked out to the crazed audience, sized them up, then extended both arms to the sky, beaming like the North Star. The crowd erupted in applause and the next day there was a photo of her glowing in her turquoise pantsuit on the front page of the newspaper. The headline read, ROCKING GRANNY.


A few years after Nana passed away I was in Adelaide, Australia, and happened into an art museum. I came upon an exhibition of student work, all themed around female empowerment. One piece was a collage of powerful women: Amelia Earhart, Patti Smith, and Evonne Goolagong stood out. And then I saw her popping out of the collage . . . the photo of my beautiful nana, Muriel Florence Cheesewright, the rocking granny, enjoying her rightful legacy.




Grandparents? What
Grandparents?


I never got to know my maternal grandfather Jack Dracup. I met him only once when I was twelve. He was living in the back room of a funeral parlor in the suburban outskirts of Melbourne where he had the strange sideline job of building coffins. Our dad took me and my sister Karyn to visit. I don’t remember any revealing conversation, just the kind of discomfort kids experience when they are around an adult who is unaccustomed to relating to children. He played a funny song on the piano while my sister and I did a nutty synchronous dance and felt happy for a few minutes. That was the closest I ever felt to any grandfather of mine. After that dance, my sister and I were told to wait for a while in the funeral parlor, while he and my father went around the corner to the pub.


Dad only talked about his own parents once. I was an adult and we were walking around an Australian saltwater lake looking for fishing bait when I asked him about his father. All I got was this short reply, “He was a very smart man, mate, but the drink killed him.” I know nothing about his mother; I have no memory of ever meeting either of them, though there is photographic evidence of such, me the unwitting baby.


Dad did speak about his grandmother, who had come from Ireland to Australia on an orphan ship. She lived way out in the bush, the rural and wild middle of nowhere. She was a heavy drinker. As a boy, when Dad visited her he was sent to pick her up from the pub in a wheelbarrow because she was too wasted to walk. My twelve-year-old father, on a dirt path in the dark of night, laboring sturdily to push along a wheel-barrow full of drunken grandmother, while she bumped along, slurring garbled inanities at him till she passed out under the stars in a heap. On he pushed.




In a Circle


I’ve often felt separate from other human beings. I have my moments of togetherness with others; I love all sentient beings with my heart and am wildly fortunate to have friends I can talk to, share joy and despair with; we loyally have each other’s back. I wordlessly communicate with other musicians, sometimes plumbing great depths. But I’m awkward with other people, sometimes even my closest friends. My mind wanders, seeing others hold hands in a circle, from my separate place. My earliest memories are rooted in an underlying sense that something’s wrong with me, that everyone else is clued into a group consciousness from which I’m excluded. Like something in me is broken. As time passes I become more comfortable with this strange sense of being apart, but it never leaves, and on occasion, I go through phases of intense and debilitating anxiety. Gnarly fucking panic attacks. Perhaps it is a form of self-loathing, that I’m often unable to find comfort in community. Am I the only one who’s fucked up like this? Can I get a witness?




Little Michael from Oz


I was born Michael Peter Balzary in Melbourne, Australia, on October 16, 1962. My father told me that on the day of my birth, “It was so bloody hot you could fry a bloody egg on the sidewalk, mate!”


My older sister Karyn had come into this sad and beautiful world two years earlier than me. We kind of look alike but she is smarter and prettier.


Most everyone who reads this book knows me as Flea. That name is in a far and distant future. As a kid, I am Michael Peter Balzary, a small blond child from Australia.


Australia is a strange place. I’m struck by the massive open space, the endless sky, the life-giving yet oppressively scorching light. Everything is more alive there, the food, the wildlife, the ocean. But it feels foreboding, like every beautiful thing has a meanness to it that will kill you, take you down, leave you as dusty bones. When I walk its bush trails, I’m uplifted and intoxicated by the smells, the silent and watchful animals, yet always alert that I could be killed by some kind of spider-snakemonster, or have my throat slit by a lunatic zapped by too much of that bright light, too much space and time to let his maniac mind wheels spin. Even in its cities, I feel that way. Film directors Roeg, Weir, and Kotcheff got it right, so much peace and vibrant energy, but always the brutality, the terror, I feel it. A gorgeous, rejuvenating, friendly, terrifying, poisonous place. Is it cursed? The disenfranchised and ethnically cleansed aboriginal people put a whammy on whitey, retaliation for genocide and years of systematic abuse? It is without doubt haunted. In places there the racism can still be right out in the open, it turns my stomach. I don’t know, I guess it’s just an open honest place that shows all its colors (racism is better in the open, preferable to hiding poison in the sugar, my Funkadelic friend Michael CLIP Payne once told me, his wisdom penetrating my bubble of white privilege), you feel it all there, all born of the stunningly hypnotic land itself, which pulls no punches.


I always feel an umbilical connection to my birthland. It’s a pillar of my life, no matter how long I’m away. My first four years shaped me profoundly, yet early childhood is a funny dream and murky memories hard to decipher. Australia’s openness and dirt roads, the smell of eucalyptus forests, kangaroos dozing lazily in secret shady spots snapped to alert wakefulness by the sound of me and my dog crunching through the trail. Ahh, the taste of a meat pie from the local baker, tomato sauce dripping from its warm flaky crust. My homeland’s colors and feelings are etched deeply into who I am.




Doggod


I could think all day long and still only come up with these hard facts from my first four years in Australia, obscure as they may be. It’s truly weird what makes a permanent impression on your psyche when you’re a wee toddler . . . . . .


1.Wandering down the street and being mind-blown by the sight of an empty swimming pool. What the fuck is that???


2.Fighting with my sister Karyn over possession of a cat, and getting scratched.


3.My sweet nana.


4.Humping things. Pillows, bar stools, anything I could hold between my legs at the proper angle for humping. My mother called it my “bad habit” and I was scolded.


5.Peeing on the floor, and when confronted about it, blaming it on our dog Bambi.


6.A vague memory of my father going off to be in the navy. I was told he slept on top of a bomb. I imagined it like in a Looney Toons cartoon, Dad snoring atop a big black bomb in his sailor’s outfit.


When I was four, my father Mick Balzary, who had gone straight into government service from high school, got a four-year assignment at the Australian consulate in New York City.


I confess I’ve never truly understood what he did at work. Something to do with the customs department; imports and exports. I’m certain he was an excellent customs official, without doubt he was a hardworking and sensible man, and he’s never taken half steps in getting things done. He lived modestly and supported his family. The trip to New York was a highly coveted position, my dad nailed it, our family was excited, and in 1967, my mother, father, sister, and I up and moved to New York, ostensibly for four years, after which we were slated to return to Australia.


My life is marked significantly by my dogs. In Australia, a black Labrador named Bambi was a member of our family. Only Bambi understood all my thoughts. I was ecstatic when we chased each other around the house relentlessly, the peals of laughter flowing. Both of us breathing hard, we fell asleep on the floor together, my arms and legs wrapped around her furry blackness.


One evening shortly before we moved to New York, my sister and I emerged from the bathtub all clean, rosy cheeked, and pajama’d, when my parents told us the shocking truth that Bambi was no more. She’d gone to live with someone else. A misguided double-cross, they had stuck us in the tub, and then given Bambi the old heave-ho! They insensitively underestimated us, thinking we couldn’t handle it. I was devastated they didn’t let us say goodbye. I totally understood and accepted that she had to get a new home and couldn’t come to New York, but I felt betrayed that they’d denied us the dignity of a proper parting.




The King of the Sea


In March 1967, we traveled to America by sea, a two-month journey on a fancy cruise ship, the S.S. Oriana Express. Ship memories. . . . . . . .


I was confronted with a bizarre challenge when told that as tradition has it, when the ship passes over the equator, King Neptune magically appears and selects one child to be painted green and dunked in the ship’s swimming pool. It was an uncontrollable, unavoidable, and mystical event. I was selected to be the sacrificial child for this ceremony a week before it happened. I lived in fear for days, constantly asking the adults questions about it. How long would I be held under? Was King Neptune a benevolent or malevolent god of the sea? Who was going to paint me? What would I be like after? Did children always survive this? After days of trepidation and never getting a straight answer, the big day finally arrived. Some potbellied balding guy I’d seen wandering around the ship nurturing a beer had put on a super cheesy fake beard and brandished a lame plastic triton. He gave me a green ice cream and I waded around in the pool’s shallow end while he bullshitted with the grown-ups. My first feelings of existential despair.


My sister and I were left to our own devices in our cabin most evenings, she six, and I four. The ship supplied a baby-sitter, but bizarrely we never met her, she was only a voice coming through a wall speaker, telling us to “go to bed, and be quiet,” her ghostlike admonishments causing us no end of laughter.


Hijinks continued when I broke my arm in the cabin. I fell while crossing from one upper bunk bed to the other by means of a Little Rascals–style bridge we’d constructed. I ran crying to the infinite vastness of the adults’ dining area to sound the alarm. I ran into that room and felt like I had entered another dimension. Deliriously past my bedtime, this monstrous never-ending arena full of besuited voyagers clinking their cocktail glasses to the sound of Stan Getz blowing “The Girl from Ipanema” stunned me, stopping me in my tracks. Standing there with my broken arm like I was floating away into space.


The four Australian immigrants took their first steps onto American soil. As we got in a cab at the ship’s port, the cabbie promptly slammed the door on my head; blood gushed everywhere, I was ushered into an ambulance and stitched up. Welcome to the USA!




We All Leapfrog Our
Parents Up a Hill


I’ve always admired my father. He is a hardworking, intelligent, kind, and humorous man, with a profound connection to the nature he feels at peace in, and also a hard-drinking, occasionally mean-spirited man, if you catch him at the wrong time. My father doesn’t tolerate bullshit, and no one ever crosses him more than once. He grew up in a tough no-nonsense world of lots of beer drinking and fists meeting faces. A world where a man minds his own business and holds true to his word, or he better take a fucking hike. For him, success is measured by how strong and diligent you are. He’s suspicious of people whose ambitions ring false. No patience for people feeling sorry for themselves . . . . . . go out and get a fucking job. My dad is hard. His encyclopedic knowledge and oneness with the Australian bush has inspired me profoundly. My relationship to nature has given me the most contentment and joy, and I thank my father for this, the fishing, the hiking, the camping at an early age, the wonders of a psychedelic crab cavorting about in a kinetic tide pool. Those times we shared stoked the fire and desire in me to commune with nature at every chance. “That man is richest whose pleasures are the cheapest,” said Thoreau, and my father taught me early on to realize this most important truth.


On the flipside, as a child I was terrified of him. He would speak very softly when he was angry, and then suddenly explode in a fit of violent yelling that traumatized the fuck outta me. I often ended up over his knee to receive a robust spanking. I had a knot of fear in my stomach around him, worried that I was in trouble, that I was doing something wrong, that something was inherently wrong with me. Always a feeling of impending doom.


Dad and I have the same body. We are short, fast, slim, and strong. But that’s where comparisons end. We have completely different heads. My father’s head is hard and handsome, his ruddy complexion often reddened with alcohol and anger. His blue eyes pierce in a stabbing glinting kind of way, his nose classic and straight, he also stands straight and keeps everything in order. His nose is very unlike the soft round noses my sister and I share, and I don’t know why because my mother has a normal straight nose too. My head is simian, monkey-like, and akin to the ocean, which pokes through my eyes; a head that comes from a time when we lived in the ocean, before we crawled and slimed our way to land. I live to float in the ocean, to surrender and be tossed around like any other fish or mammal, but my father likes to stand outside it, catch the fishes, his belly full of beer and his sharp hooks pulling up a delicious fresh breakfast for us. He never goes in the ocean.




Rye Milquetoast


Though Dad’s job was in Manhattan, we lived in the tony suburb of Rye, a part of the world where everything and everyone is in order. No family is without an acceptable car, parents responsibly work jobs of substance, children are funny little rascals, and teenagers revolt within reason, with appropriate haircuts and music.


When we first arrived, our new home seemed massive to me. I’d never seen a house like it, a mansion, a sprawling estate, a king’s castle. The road we were on had recently been paved, and kids were roller-skating up and down the block. This new world outside seemed infinite, bustling, and challenging, way bigger than the confines of my family, or anything I’d seen or felt in Australia. It was wide open and ripe with possibility.


If I could ever imagine something being normal, this was it. In this normal middle-class neighborhood we lived in a normal three-bedroom house (despite my awestricken take on it, ours was a regular Brady Bunch house) on a friendly normal street from which my normal father disappeared to his normal job each day wearing a normal suit and tie, briefcase in hand. He reappeared in the early evening like clockwork, my mother had dinner ready, and the four of us sat down to dine. Everything was set up for the perfect idyllic childhood. My father worked hard, golfed on the weekends, ran a tight ship, and we had wholesome recreations.


Dad took me fishing. I was excited as we walked out onto the pier, happily talking about catching a big one, but then I got in trouble for putting on my fishhook incorrectly, and Dad angrily snapped at me that I was doing it all wrong. I felt like shit, all fun evaporated, I just wanted to get away. When he busted me for writing profanity in a Mad Libs book, I got spanked and can still hear him yelling, “When I was your age my father would beat my backside with a razor strap until it was red as a lobster!” Those words . . . . . . Razors! Lobsters!


A father should be a sanctuary for a child. When Dad was nurturing and supportive, I felt whole, but when his eyes turned icy cold, and his face beet red, when the rage came out . . . . . . I lost touch with my own beauty. I walked through my days slowed by a tension in my heart that only he could soothe.




The Mystery of Rocking
the Fuck Out


I was five the first time I got fascinated by music. Walking down the street in my suburban white-bread neighborhood, a half dozen older kids yelled to me from an alleyway, beckoning me to join ’em. As I approached, a little bit scared, I heard tinny distorted rock music blaring and saw the kids all hyped up and playing makeshift instruments . . .. . . . . . . . trashcan lids, guitar brooms, pinecone trumpets, kicking out these jamz while swaying their bodies to the rhythm.


I stood there freaked out, puzzled, and amazed. This was some otherworldly shit. They finished the song and thinking they had me fooled, sported unabashed grins and asked me, “How d’ya like our band!?” Sensing I was being hoodwinked, I turned and ran home.


I figured out about the hidden radio soon enough, but in that moment of struggling to understand how they were making this music happen, I was consumed with excitement. If they didn’t do it, if they weren’t the answer to this mystery, then what was? Could kids do it? Did it come from Mars? There was only one thing of which I was certain, it was magic.


I started coming up with funny little songs. One was gritty and bluesy, a kind of a rap, “A mama and a papa and a baby Lu, all got something for me and you, so wrap it up quick and put it in the oven, it’s comin’ out quick so don’t forget the stuffin’.” Who knows what it meant. I was singing it one day alone in my bedroom, all earnest and feeling the funk, when my sister walked in, mimicking me and laughing. I was so embarrassed I wanted to crawl into a hole and be alone forever. I’d been found out. A few years later, I was singing along to the Beatles version of “Till There Was You,” when my mother heard me and said, “Michael, that sounds horrible, you are so out of tune!” I’ve always been insecure about my singing voice.


Thirty-five years after that, I was doing a recording session with my friend Jewel when she asked about some songs I’d written and recorded a couple of years previously. It was stuff where I played acoustic guitar and sang, and she’d generously warbled backgrounds on it. I replied that I’d stopped that project, because I just didn’t have a strong singing voice. She said, “Flea, I think your voice is charming.” Then the producer of the session, Daniel Lanois, chimed in, “It could be charmingly bad!” Ha, I think Daniel was onto something.




First


I nurtured a crush on my classmate Molly in first grade. Ah, she was so beautiful, the cool and confident way she pulled her bicycle up from its kickstand, something magic in her skin, her hair falling into her eyes, the sound of her carefree laughter ricocheting around the hallways. At naptime, when the fluorescent lights were dimmed and we crashed out on mats on the classroom floor, I saw up her skirt, the colorful patterns on her underwear. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I cuddled cozily into my blanket, comforted by the sweet and gentle femininity.




Blip Blop Klop


It was a different time for immigrants in the USA, and Karyn and I were made to attend speech class to learn proper American English. None of those soft Australian Rs would do, we repeated over and over, CARRRR BARRRR FARRR RUN RABBIT RUN. We pretended to the other kids on the playground that we spoke Australian, inventing some kind of gobbledygook talk. “Pree zo bim him lo winkin fop?” “Ahh hahaha Bachongama hoof plate!” We thought we were pretty clever, and those fools all fell for it.




Night Night


I loved bedtime, and waited eagerly for my parents to finally close the door and turn out the lights. It was on! Free from all restraints, my imagination at an all-time transcendent apex, my friends came to me as soon as I pulled the blankets over my head and opened my eyes. Quiet time in the pitch-black darkness was full of wildly colorful characters who appeared and conversed, engaging me in all kinds of games, songs, and contests. Time spent traversing the horizons of mystical lands. This was when I vibrated whole, real, and completely content. An ecstatic trance. It’s the feeling I have reached for all my life. The connection to spirit. These hours spent with imaginary friends was god speaking to me, and if that’s all the god there is, that’s enough. Parents were the kryptonite to the Superman of this incredible world though, and any sign of them could send it crashing down.




Men Don’t Kiss Men


I was excitably running out the door with my Christmas roller skates to finally join the rest of the kids on that smooth paved road. As I’d always done, I went to give my father a kiss. He stopped me, holding me firmly by the shoulders and saying, “You are too old to kiss me now, don’t do it again, do you understand?” I silently nodded, released myself from his grip, and ran out the door. It felt cold and wrong to me, and even at the age of six I knew it was a misguided concept of tough-guy machismo. I knew kisses were good.


I looked for kindness and approval wherever I went, yearning for affection. The empty space I wanted my parents to fill was a place I didn’t understand, a room into which I was scared to venture. I felt connected to my father, he was my hero, but it became a more brittle and tenuous thing. It seemed he was away more often, and he and my mother argued frequently. As time went by, these arguments elongated and intensified. I lay in bed at night listening to them, bloody Christ, bloody this and bloody that, they would scream at each other. I knew my sister was over in her room listening to this same scary shit.




Mama Wanna Party


I didn’t think of getting that love or affection from my mother. I never got that from her, and didn’t expect it. Consciously or not, she thought that “children should be seen and not heard,” and there is not one instance in my life where I can ever remember her holding or cuddling me. She was just kind of. . . . there. I never considered that she was absent as a mother nor did I consciously feel any hurt. Mom wasn’t a weak person, or a wisp of a domineered housewife who hid in the background. Far from it. She was a vivacious, funny, and smart woman who loudly voiced her opinions, and would’ve been a suffragette had she lived in the twenties. She was gorgeous, with shoulder-length brown hair and beautiful brown eyes. She was strong and was an athlete as a teenager. She smoked, drank, and laughed out loud. A vital presence.


She just never did understand or relate to children.


She left school as a teenager and worked full-time in an office, then married young and became a mother and housewife. Now she found herself in New York in the swinging sixties, and despite my dad’s best efforts to make her the perfect square wife, she was energized, curious, and had time on her hands. She took music lessons, looked longingly at the bohemian lifestyle, and went off alone to the Newport Jazz Festival to see Miles Davis. Not about to be the happy homemaker, she wanted to party.


Dad never became rich, and I’ve been told some blame fell upon my mom for failing to help him climb the career ladder. Instead of standing by her man, she acquired hippie habits, wore dashikis, and was a lousy teammate at cocktail parties.




Think Slow


The perfection of spacing out and doing nothing. Waking up at the break of dawn, putting my little hands and blond head against the warm radiator, rubbing the heat into my forehead. Calling out in a small Australian croaky voice, “Mummy, I dooon’t feel well, I’m sick.” Success! An entire day; free to talk to my imaginary friends and read my Wizard of Oz books, in which I learned of the word “Pyrzxyl,” which if pronounced correctly, gives one infinitely magical powers. I’ve been trying to properly pronounce it ever since.


My sister freed herself of an annoying little brother and ran off with the bigger kids, so I walked the five blocks to Midlands primary school alone each morning. Hands stiff and red from the cold air and jammed into my pockets, choo choo train steam billowing from every breath, I loved feeling the ice and snow crunch the concrete under my feet. I invented games for myself, marching like a tin soldier and only touching the sidewalk cracks, and when the ice was smooth I practiced sliding and spinning in circles until I fell on my face. I crammed words together, then said them quickly to make up new ones: “hatpigpot” and “nogluegood.” Once I threw one of my shoes into the icy creek for no good reason other than the strange pleasure of watching it float away. I came home with only one shoe and no alibi to an infuriated father and certain spanking: “Do you know how much I paid for those shoes! Money doesn’t grow on trees!” I knew I fucked up, but damn I loved those solo perambulations, and the freedom of letting my mind meander at its own cosmic pace.




Ho Ho Ho


If I was ever gonna turn to religion, it woulda been Christmas that dun it. The warm magic that took a hold of me at Christmas was palpable. In the days leading up to it I wuz a buzzin’ and a tinglin’. Karyn and I watched the once-a-year Christmas specials each night after school, entranced by Rudolph’s glowing maraschino-cherry nose and the Abominable Snowman’s lurking violence in mystical northern icebergs.


My wide-eyed, sincere love for Santa was pure and true, as I sat vigil by the bedroom window, late as I could, to see his arrival. My sister once successfully tricked me by making fake reindeer footprints on our snowy porch, then waking me after I’d fallen asleep by my window perch, and telling me she had seen him land.


But after I got all the adult facts and logic straight and began sneaking into my parents’ room to find the hidden presents, and even now when I Christmas shop with my cold plastic credit cards, the magic of Santa Claus has lost none of its empyrean allure. I still marvel at the presents under the tree, and when we all gather around it, the rest of the world is eclipsed by the loving glow of a Christmas light. I still believe in Santa.




Wild Walt


’Round the time I turned seven, things erupted more aggressively between my parents. It turned ugly, and I felt a net of grim tension tighten around us, made worse by the artificial smiles and phony optimistic behavior trotted out by Mom and Dad to their cocktail party friends. I thought they were full of shit. I lay frozen still at night while their yelling and screaming scared my imaginary friends away.


Dad was gone on a business trip when Mom introduced me and Karyn to a man named Walter, her guitar teacher at the local music school. He was a heavy-set and sturdy cat in a sixties-style paisley button-up shirt and bell-bottom slacks. He sported greasy and unkempt jet-black hair in some kinda weird overgrown bowl haircut, much longer than my father or any respectable man ever would have worn it, and a goatee too, his flat black eyes set in a round head. With an easy smile, he called me “man” and said “far out” a couple of times.


Not long after that, my parents informed Karyn and me that we’d be leaving Rye, my father would return to Australia alone, and the three of us were going to live with Walter in another part of New York.


Whoa.


For the next few days the combative yelling and screaming and thick gray feeling in our home reached its most fevered pitch, but there were also quiet loving moments with my father, who took time with me and Karyn to sit nicely in the living room together. He told me that I must always dress cleanly, work hard, be polite, and that I could have his stamp collection. He told my sister she could have one of his stocks that might be worth a lot of money one day.




Goodbyes and Hellos


The three of us stood on the doorstep of the family house for the last time, my father in the doorway watching us, he looked at my mother and said in a low angry voice, “Now get the hell out of my house.” It scared the wits out of me.


Back to Australia he went.


I can only imagine the depth of his hurt, returning to his beloved homeland without his children. He loved us with everything he knew how. Damn.


The three of us walked to a waiting VW Bug parked in the street out front. Upon my query earlier, Mom had told me that Walter was not picking us up, but when we got in the car, the beige trench coat covering the passenger window came down, and there he was in the driver’s seat, easy smile, beatnik goatee, and colorful African shirt.


I was confused but excited. I loved not knowing what was coming next, and I felt like I was being freed.


That was the end of the normal life.




I Say Thank You


People have expressed dismay and compassion to me when I mention how my father left my life at such a young age, but I feel gratitude about how it went down. He had definite plans about what he wanted me to be, what he wanted me to do with my life, and would have done everything he could to control its outcome. Like the beloved bonsai he’s trimmed and groomed over a lifetime in order to control their growth, so he would have tried to do with me. As difficult as it was, I’m stoked I had the opportunity to forge my own way.


Many years passed before I learned to truly appreciate Dad’s love.


When I first made money in my early thirties, I purchased a property and built a house in small town Australia, near where my father lives. I was seeing a lot of him for the first time since I was a little boy and we were attempting to navigate our father-son relationship. I’d been through a lot, had grown up without any parent’s help, and had finally come to a place of peace, so I felt judged and disrespected when he told me how to live my life. It seemed to drive him crazy that he couldn’t control me. The cultural differences between us were many and there were plenty of misunderstandings and hurt feelings on both sides.


But on a trip there a few years back, I had a problem with my septic tank; shit had flowed up through a drain in the laundry room, covering the floor with a putrid, vomit-inducing liquid. I was going to call a repairman, but my dad, in true Mick Balzary fashion, dismissed the idea of calling a plumber, telling me, “Don’t waste your money, mate, I’ll come over and fix it.”


Standing in my backyard, he diagnosed a clog in the outdoor shower drain, removing the drain cover and putting his arm deep down into it. It was filled with sewage. “It’s shit, mate,” he said. So here is this seventy-eight-year-old man, lying down on the ground, face smushed into the cement, his arm disappearing down the drain up to the shoulder. He took his arm out covered in slime, then he kept working and working till it was fixed. My girlfriend was standing there, looking at me and shaking her head in awe. That night under a supremely starry Australian sky, with a soulful truth that went right through me, she said, “Don’t you realize how much your father loves you? Forget all this hippie inner-child bullshit. Your father would swim through a river of shit for you. That’s what love is.” I wept with gratitude.
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