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			Author’s Note

			There’s a difference between memoir and autobiography.

			They might seem the same but they’re very different beasts.

			You may have heard that some of the events described here happened otherwise or went down a different way. Well, this is my version – how I remember things, my truth.

			The conversations are as close to verbatim as I could manage and honestly presented. A name or two has been changed to protect the innocent.

			Mostly this is a record of the things that have kept me awake at 4 a.m., the precious flowers of the past blooming in the dark corners of memory. I have tried my best to capture whatever that light shone on. I hope it illuminates events for you as much as it has for me.

			Love, Lol

			Los Angeles, California

			February 2016

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			‘Wisdom is knowing I am nothing, Love is knowing I am everything, and between the two my life moves.’

			– Nisargadatta Maharaj

		

	
		
			PART 1

			(WHAT IT WAS LIKE)
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			Prologue:

			The First Punks in Crawley

			Most people don’t associate The Cure with punk, but Robert and I were the very first punks in Crawley.

			Crawley is just twenty miles south of London but it might as well be another planet. It is a town with no centre and no end, just endless rows of suburban bleakness that blurs into the dark, dank countryside. Crawley is a place where it’s always raining and a slate grey sky hangs over everything. It is where The Cure was born and always struggled to leave, the place we were never quite able to put behind us.

			Crawley was one of the handful of ‘new towns’ that popped up around London after the Second World War. A suburban swamp built around shops, schools and factories: the Holy Trinity of English post-war ‘progress.’ They were towns with no future and no hope. The late 1970s was a terrible time to grow up in England. It was a troubled era marked by a flagging economy, rampant inflation, political unrest, and no reason to think it was going to get better anytime soon. There were no jobs and everyone was on the dole. Even electricity was being rationed. While other places around the world were thriving, we were stuck in the shadow of austerity.

			The boredom in our little town was palpable. It seemed like most of the people we knew were treading water and content to do so. As bad as things were, serious changes were rumbling through the wires. We could hear the call ringing out from London.

			It was a time of protest and discontent that gave birth to punk music, punk fashion, punk rebellion. Robert and I swapped precious details about the latest punk songs we’d heard on John Peel’s radio show, or seen in the record shop in Horley where we hung out on Saturday afternoons. We didn’t have to go to London to see punk gigs. Punk came to us.

			Robert and I were both students at Crawley Technical College, whose dull, unimaginative campus could have been dreamed up by Joseph Stalin. It was a place where you could study English literature or learn how to mend cars. A mix of the high and the low. A vocational school putting on airs. I was learning to be a chemist: a blend of personal and professional interests. Robert studied literature, of course.

			Many big London bands came to Crawley and played in the strangely named ‘leisure centre’ or at our little school. In the years 1977–78 that meant bands like The Clash, The Jam and The Stranglers. Robert and I went to every gig and we paid very close attention not only to the way these bands sounded, but to the way they looked as well. We were drawn to the spectacle – a lot of people were – but what made the biggest impression on us was their attitude, and we were quick to copy it.

			It didn’t take much to stand out in Crawley in those days. Conformity was the rule. To be different was to declare oneself as exceptional and that was an affront to English manners. To the Neanderthal-like kids in Sussex, anything they couldn’t understand was a perversion of normality. To them we were ‘poofs.’

			We didn’t care. We didn’t believe in stereotypes. When I was told that an earring in my right ear was the equivalent of declaring to the world that I was gay, which I wasn’t, I promptly had it pierced twice. The time for being polite was over. We were confrontational because we had to be.

			On 3 February 1977, I went out to celebrate my eighteenth birthday with my three best friends – Robert, Michael Dempsey and Porl Thompson, all fledgling musicians. We had started to morph from Malice, the band we’d formed in secondary school, to Easy Cure, a name that I came up with and was quite proud of, to simply The Cure. We were still finding our way musically, figuring out what we liked and throwing out the rest.

			For my birthday, I went all out in putting together my outfit for the evening. I wore a hand-dyed orange jacket with ‘NO CHANGE’ stencilled on the back. I’d made buttons from photos cut out of porno magazines – just the performers’ ecstatic heads, mind you, none of the offending body parts. Very subversive. I had on a pair of straight-leg trousers and winkle-picker shoes from Brighton. For good measure, I stuck safety pins here and there to complete the outfit.

			Robert’s get-up was more subdued. He wore brothel creepers and the dark full-length raincoat that he wore everywhere in those days. The only time he took it off was to put on the leather jacket that each member of our band took turns wearing.

			Our destination that night was the Rocket, the hangout for Crawley’s disaffected locals. These consisted of three groups: hippie burnouts stuck in the 1960s, working-class skinheads and us. We were like a secret society, neither with one faction nor another. We had our own passwords, our own lore. We were our own cult and our bond was a deep-seated longing for something, anything other than this.

			Although Robert and I were close to the same age, we had been drinking in the Rocket for a year, which wasn’t unusual in 1970s England. Back then most people over sixteen could get served alcohol in the pubs, a government ploy to sedate the natives in that cold, grey, miserable climate. Easier to control if they’re all drunk, you see.

			Like most English pubs back then the Rocket was an unappealing mix of browns and beiges with a multicoloured carpet designed to hide the cigarette burns and vomit stains. Fred, the Rocket’s usually taciturn landlord, took note of the large number of drinks being ordered and wanted to know why we were celebrating.

			‘My birthday,’ I told him. Fred wisely didn’t ask which birthday that might be. See no evil, hear no evil. Less than a year later, Fred would offer us our first real gig as a band that would eventually take us away from Crawley and on to bigger and better stages. But we couldn’t see so far into the future. On this particular evening we were content to drink and enjoy one another’s company. We were young, exuberant, and didn’t give a toss what others thought about us.

			That attitude, as well as our flamboyant dress, attracted the attention of the skinheads in the bar. They were sullen, working-class kids who aped the diatribes they heard at home from their uneducated parents. They made their intolerance known by joining extreme right-wing groups like the National Front. Where we could hear the revolution coming, these yobs tried to drown out the sound with bigotry, prejudice and hate. Just as we could feel the anarchistic pull of punk, they tried to hold on to their old fears masquerading as values. We all got very, very drunk.

			The pub called last orders at 10.30 p.m. It was thirty years after the war and pubs in England were still obliged to close early, a practice that had been devised to ensure that its citizens would not be too drunk to make it to the factory the next day, manufacturing guns and bombs for the war effort. In the car park at the back of the pub, Robert suggested we go to his house and continue to celebrate with some of his father’s lethal home brew. It was a Thursday night and I didn’t have any lectures the next day. I told Robert I was game and we decided to catch a train to his house. As we crossed the old, wooden footbridge to the station, I heard the words behind us:

			‘Bloody poofs!’

			Turning slightly, we caught sight of three large skinheads in National Front T-shirts just thirty yards behind us and closing fast.

			This was nothing new. For as long as I’ve known Robert people have been out to get him. On stage, in the pubs, or on the street, he’s always been a target. I’ve never seen Robert instigate a fight, yet there’s something about him that provokes people.

			On one hand, Robert is the dark, brooding, creative, melan­cholic sort. It’s obvious from the way he carries himself that his head is somewhere in the clouds. It’s always been part of his persona: the tortured artist, the all-seeing poet, the messenger with news from the other side. He’s also quite normal, someone who enjoys sitting down with a pint and watching football. People sense this dichotomy about him and it doesn’t add up. He’s part of the world but also not part of it. Here and not here. Matter and anti-matter. People don’t like that. They want you to be one thing or another. If you don’t fit into a neat little box, they get upset. Pretty soon they’re demanding to know, ‘Who do you bloody well think you are?’ and the fists start flying. If I’ve seen it once, I’ve seen it a hundred times.

			There was a time when I had a reputation as a hard man. I had to be because Robert was always getting into fights. I can’t tell you how many times a pint glass would come flying out of the audience and hit one of us. We’d set down our instruments and leap into the crowd to settle the matter.

			This probably clashes with many people’s idea of The Cure, but that’s how it was. We had to fight to be heard, fight for our place on the stage, fight to be taken seriously. We weren’t loud rock or fast punk. We were something else, something new, and people didn’t know what to make of us. If we hadn’t stood up for ourselves in those early days, we wouldn’t have been able to weather the storms to come. Robert was in the eye of most of them.

			On this particular night, however, it isn’t fair to blame Robert. The way I was dressed with my bright orange jacket was like a neon sign that read ‘Beat me’, and those National Front thugs with their shaved heads and Doctor Martens boots were all too happy to oblige.

			I stole a glance at Robert to see what he wanted to do but he’d already stopped and turned to face the skinheads. That’s when I noticed the glass in his hand. A thick, proper English pint pot with real heft and weight. He’d seen this coming. In a flash, he hurled it across the bridge. I could see its arc flashing past me in the cloudy moonlight before the glass smashed against the ironwork and exploded in a million shattered stars at the skinheads’ feet. They were as stunned by this turn of events as I was, but their shock and surprise quickly turned to anger.

			‘You wankers!’ they shouted. ‘We’ll fackin’ kill you!’

			Discretion being the better part of valour, we legged it across the bridge and down the street, past the station doors and continued to our old primary school where we’d been classmates, eerily lit up on this cold February night. There would be no train for us. We were on our own. Once we put those fat, fascist fuckers behind us, we collapsed on the grass at the edge of a park, laughing uncontrollably.

			I was eighteen years old. We were making our own rules. It felt like my life was about to begin.

		

	
		
			1

			The Day the Music Died

			How did it all begin? I mean really begin?

			I came into this world the day the music died. I was born on 3 February 1959, the day that Buddy Holly’s plane crashed in a tangled metal heap in a cold, snowy field in South Dakota. The music had died in Horley, the town where I was born, long before that. Horley is a forgotten outpost in the urban hinterland of south London that has struggled for its identity against the capital to the north and the burgeoning new town of Crawley to the immediate south, schizophrenically being neither town nor country.

			My early years were filled with that bland greyness so drearily familiar to anyone who has had the misfortune to grow up in England in the 1960s and 70s. Iron-grey skies and unrelenting rain were the backdrops to the post-war austerity that had infiltrated the British psyche. My daily routine as a small boy revolved around three things: family, school and church. Especially church.

			My mother, a devout Catholic convert, had recently made the acquaintance of a new Catholic family who had just moved to our town. In fact they lived a couple of doors down from my grandmother on Vicarage Lane. The Smiths hailed from the even grimmer and greyer north of England and had several children. Richard and Margaret were around the same age as my brothers, but their youngest son, Robert, was the same age as me.

			The only Catholic primary school in our region was in Crawley, five miles to the south. In the late 1950s, hastily built housing estates were thrown together in small forgotten villages on the edge of the capital. They were the government’s attempt to relocate families from London’s bombed-out city centre after the Second World War. They were drab and utilitarian and were only slightly less dreary than the tower blocks of Eastern Europe. An eccentric combination of estate housing with clumps of genteel country living. Very proper and very English.

			On a damp September morning in 1964 my mother threw Robert Smith and me together. A bus had been arranged to take children from the outlying areas to St Francis of Assisi School in Crawley. On our first day of school, Robert and I stood at the designated stop at Hevers Avenue with our mothers, and that’s when we met for the very first time. We were five years old.

			Up until then my world was microscopically small and insular. I was a late baby, born when my parents were both in their forties. They should have been taking it easy, not raising a baby, especially since they had already raised three other children who had left home. Strangely, my parents didn’t have any pictures of my siblings in the house. The only indication that other children had once lived there was a cupboard in the kitchen in which my mother kept an endless supply of well-worn shoes, which I had to wear as I grew into them.

			I think my older siblings left the house to get away from our father. William George Edward Tolhurst joined the navy at a young age and found himself on the Yangtze River in China as an engineer on a British naval gunboat when he was only eighteen years old. My father arrived around the time of the Rape of Nanking and saw severed heads and other body parts floating down the river. By all accounts, he returned from the Second World War a changed man. He did the only logically English thing he could do to block out the horrid memories: he drank. A lot. He wasn’t an easy person to be around. He was either a virtual recluse who barely spoke to me, or an angry alcoholic who was prone to loud bouts of shouting.

			Although my father was a difficult man to know or understand, much less love, he passed down the musical genes in the family. When he was in his cups he would pound out drunken sea shanties on the upright piano in our living room in a way that would make Tom Waits jealous. He was a gruff man who was full of dark secrets and wild emotions that he kept under lock and key, but when he played the piano, a little bit of light from that locked room slipped underneath the door. I like to think that light is in me, too.

			My father and I didn’t have any common ground. A knack for music was his only gift to me. He didn’t know me and I didn’t want to be around him. We were bound by blood and obligation, but I had no way of breaking through to him, and he was too caught up in his own silent world.

			*

			It wasn’t just that England in the 1970s was austere; my whole life was bleak, especially around my dad.

			Something in the Second World War had beaten any ambition out of my father. I remember finding his naval journal in the back of a dark cupboard one rainy afternoon when I was home sick from school. I read it avidly, as it was full of exciting things he had seen and places he had been. This clashed tremendously with the version of the man I knew as my father. To be honest, I hardly felt I had a father at all.

			He seldom shared anything with us except his small house and bad moods. He never took us anywhere. In fact, I can only ever recall one family holiday.

			I was about eight or nine, I think. We were staying in a small wooden hut on a forgotten beach on Hayling Island on the south coast of England. I have a gossamer-thin remembrance, of tarpaper mixed with the acrid smell of a chemical toilet. It was like a smuggler’s hideaway on the shore. Looking at the walls, you would see small translucent cracks between the boards, hastily papered over with felt.

			My mother was there, seemingly more or less worn out, as was my Aunty Molly in her flowery summery dress, and my grandmother, known as ‘Nanny’ to me.

			This hardly ever happened. My relatives were never in the same room together if they could help it. Weddings or funerals were about it. No elaborate family get-togethers for the Tolhursts. They could stand to be together on a one-to-one basis. Only then could they be civil to each other. We were not like other families. I remember, as I got older and started to hang out more at my friends’ houses, being baffled by the levity and love between the parents to their children, and not just on special occasions but during the course of daily life.

			The Smiths were like that. Whenever I went to their house Robert’s father, Alex, always seemed to be joking and laughing. To be sure, there were some more intense moments like the ones I was used to. I recall Robert getting a clip around the ear from Smith Senior for swearing in his mother’s presence, but these occurrences were few and far between, not a daily tribulation like in my house.

			The main difference, of course, was my dad. Father was never included in family life because his temperament meant he would probably upset someone or something. Depending which way the drink had sent his psyche that day, he could be either garrulous or grotesque. This was something most of the family wanted to avoid, so they instinctively limited their contact with ‘Sailor Bill’ (as his drinking buddies at the Chequers pub knew him).

			*

			The hut was painted eggshell white and it blended into near invisibility with the wash of grey-blue sky that passed for summer in England. The white noise of the sea and shingle being perpetually sucked up and down along the coast was pierced only by the occasional shriek of a seagull.

			The striking thing to me, when I recall this scenario now, is that it’s like a dream of a favourite painting or photo. The scenery is there but somehow the people are missing from the image, like someone stole them from the foreground and only the background remains. I cannot recall any of my brothers or older siblings; to be sure, my little baby sister was there, but she’s an almost ghostly shadow of something not real. I hear in my mind the sounds of my mother, my aunt, and my grandmother talking. Family stuff mostly, but occasionally I felt the unmistakable sympathy of a mother’s love enter the conversation.

			My mother Daphne, unbeknownst to me, was working up to full-blown lung cancer, but in those days her slightly breathless whisper of a voice was the one solace in my young life.

			‘Laurence, don’t go far, and please mind the tar on the beach. Don’t get it on your nice new summer clothes now!’

			‘Okay, Mum! Don’t worry, I’ll be really, really careful,’ I said with that mixture of childish irritation and loving awe I reserved for mother.

			As I got older she would become more three-dimensional, but during that summer at Hayling Island my love was unequivocal.

			*

			I don’t recall any laughter during our holiday, just the forms of the women moving about the cramped hut. I don’t remember where I slept or how it looked through the windows. I barely remember my father being there at all.

			If he was, which I doubt, he probably didn’t talk to me much. I can’t recall a single walk along the sand with him or even a kick-about game of football on the beach. No loving connections between father and son to bond over.

			I don’t remember any other children playing on the windswept shore, just me scuffing along the pebbled beach in my brown summer sandals with the white crepe soles, short white socks, navy-blue cotton shorts, and a blue and white striped flannel T-shirt.

			With my ever-present magnifying glass in hand, a present for being in my cousin’s wedding party, I looked at anything I found on the beach, trying to discern what was under the surface of it all. Even in this empty world, I still had a child’s natural curiosity. I was excited about things in the way only a small boy can be. I’m sure I found a piece of driftwood or two and imagined they were swords or telescopes that could be used to scout and defend the seashore. After clearing out the old beer bottles, rusted tin cans, and clothes left behind by tramps, I took over the old decaying Second World War hexagonal pillbox guard post by the golf course as a fort. From there I’d keep watch over the shore and look out across the beach to the grey sea and try to figure out what was missing.

			Walking along the beach, grains of sand would sting my face as the wind came up off Selsey Bill or Portsea Island to the other side. I’m sure I imagined that there were pirate treasures to be had if only I had a map – an adventure I might share with another boy if he had been there – but these things never appeared. No canvas piece torn from a sail with an ‘x’ to mark the spot. No escapade to be had. I yearned for excitement, but as our holiday drew to a close, I realized that if it was an adventure I was after, I would have to seek it out on my own.

			*

			Almost by design then, I was a lonely boy.

			When I was seven or eight, Robert’s family moved to Crawley, where his father, Alex, had taken a job as head of Upjohn Pharmaceutical. That meant I now took the bus from Horley to Crawley alone. I didn’t really know the local kids in Horley and seldom saw my friends from Crawley outside of school. Robert and I did not have much contact besides the occasional birthday party. The long days of school holidays were the worst. My mother brought books into the house, and they were my closest companions until I was old enough to venture to the local library on my own.

			In the summer of 1970, I obtained the keys to unlock the prison of my perpetual boredom. The library allowed members to check out books and records. Soon I was taking home as many as nine LPs a week. I spent the summer listening to blues, folk music, anything I could get my hands on. My curiosity had been sparked, and when I exhausted the library’s collection I went on forays to Horley’s only shopping street, where, for some bizarre reason, the local tobacconist kept a bargain bin of records for ten shillings apiece.

			The Fugs’ It Crawled into My Hand, Honest was my first selection. Songs with titles like ‘Johnny Pissoff Meets the Red Angel’ and ‘We’re Both Dead Now, Alice’ spoke to my preadolescent imagination. I hurried home, clutching the record in its brown paper bag like some kind of contraband. I loved The Fugs and the anarchic spirit of those proto-punk songs inspired me to seek out more American artists, like Steppenwolf and The Jimi Hendrix Experience. Nearly fifty years later, I can still remember every lyric on every track on Axis: Bold as Love.

			That autumn I went to a new school, an experimental Catholic middle school called Notre Dame that had been started by a social reformer named Lord Longford. The kids from all the Catholic primary schools in the area ended up at Notre Dame and I struck up a friendship with a boy named Michael Dempsey. By now my hair was nearly as long as that of my rock and roll heroes, and Michael figured anyone with hair as long as mine must be okay. My freak flag was flying and we connected over our love of music.

			Notre Dame was everything St Francis was not: liberal and forward thinking. The pupils were given more freedom, and lessons were presented in a radically different manner. Subjects were bundled together as ‘integrated studies’, and instead of teachers lecturing in front of a blackboard, we worked together in groups on various projects. We were given an extraordinary amount of freedom, and students who showed extra promise were permitted to work on their own. I usually found myself in the library with Michael and Robert. It’s true: we were all excellent students.

			One day Robert cornered me in the library and whispered, ‘You like Jimi Hendrix?’

			‘Hendrix? I love Jimi Hendrix! I’ve got a huge poster of him on my wall!’ I told him that I was also a member of his UK fan club.

			Robert’s eyes sparkled with recognition. ‘Me too!’

			‘You know, I bet nobody else in the school has even heard of him!’ I said.

			‘Well, my older brother has some Hendrix stuff. Are You Experienced? is bloody great, actually!’ Robert enthused.

			‘Yeah? I bought Axis: Bold as Love for a pound in Radio Rentals!’ and with that our bond was reignited.

			During lunch, we were allowed to use the art room to play records on the old turntable there and I became the unofficial DJ. I played LPs that people brought to school, but of course I had my favourites. My old friend Robert and new pal Michael were usually there to listen and offer their choices for me to play. Pretty soon it transpired that not only did Robert and Michael listen to cool music, they were trying to learn how to play it, too. Once a week they were allowed to go into the music room and use the instruments. They also had a stereo system, and Robert would plug in his electric guitar and play through the speakers.

			‘Do you play anything, Lol?’ said Robert.

			‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘The drums?’

			‘So maybe you want to join us the next time Michael and I get to use the music room?’ Robert asked. ‘I think they have a drum kit there. Pretty certain I saw it in the back of a cupboard last time we were there.’

			‘Um, okay, all right. I’ll be there!’

			I rushed to the library that day and checked out Buddy Rich’s book of snare drum rudiments. Back at home in my bedroom I pulled out the drumsticks my elder brother had left me before emigrating to Australia. I read the book and banged away on my pillow. The next day we returned to the music room together, where I dug out the old drum kit they had at the school. It was a start.

			When people ask me when The Cure began, I often point to that day in 1972 at Notre Dame when Robert, Michael and I jammed for the first time – the very same line-up that recorded our first single, ‘Killing an Arab’. In fact, the cymbal I used on that song was stolen from the old school kit!

			But in my mind The Cure began much earlier than that, on a gloomy rainy day in 1964 with the mists swirling all around. It began the moment the school bus pulled up to the stop at the top of Hevers Avenue and the doors swung open with a hiss. Neither Robert nor I wanted to get on that bus. We didn’t want to leave our mums and go to a strange school in another town where we wouldn’t know a soul. I probably would have started crying if Robert hadn’t been there. I can hear my mother’s voice even now, gently urging me along. ‘Hold Robert’s hand now and look after each other.’

			Robert took me by the hand and led me onto the bus. It was the first of many journeys together. If only in my imagination, we are still those boys.

		

	
		
			2

			Thirteen

			I turned thirteen the winter of 1972. Who knows anything at thirteen? I certainly didn’t. All I was aware of was my burgeoning hormones and a lack of any decent outlet for them. I spent long afternoons and evenings in my bedroom, which I had painted bright orange with white doors and lit with a single red light bulb – a sort of psychedelic den, or what I imagined one would look like. Listening to my records was the pinnacle of each day. I minutely analyzed every record cover, reading all the notes inside the sleeve and looking for clues I could use to get out of this world, escape my humdrum existence.

			Robert’s older brother Richard, or ‘The Guru’ as he became known to us because of his counterculture appearance, had an extensive record collection and knowledge of music. He grew up in the 1960s and went to school with my older brother John, so we knew each other fairly well. One spring Notre Dame asked volunteers to help dig the new swimming pool they wanted to install. Apparently the Catholics had no problem with child labour. My brother Roger picked me up in his VW Beetle and dropped me off for a day of digging at the large hole that was appearing in the school grounds. Being older and more responsible, The Guru had been assigned to supervise the unfortunate diggers. In rain and mud we toiled. During our digging we would chat, and I mined The Guru’s extensive knowledge of music for some hints as to what I should buy to get my collection started.

			‘Two albums you should get,’ he said, ‘The Age of Atlantic and Nice Enough to Eat. They’re both samplers, one on the Atlantic label and one on Island Records.’

			‘Samplers?’ I asked.

			‘Yes, Nice Enough to Eat has a sampling of songs from English acts for half the price of a normal album. There are tracks by Nick Drake and King Crimson, amongst others. They’re pretty good, you know.’

			‘Oh,’ I said, completely not knowing.

			The Guru rambled on that ‘The Age of Atlantic is a similarly budget-priced sampler album with mostly American underground acts such as MC5 and Vanilla Fudge. So for a couple of pounds, Lol, you can pretty much hear all the good music from both sides of the pond.’ The Guru considered this for a moment while stroking his beard.

			‘Yeah, just two pounds for a lot of good music,’ he said, staring into the middle distance. ‘Some good shit.’

			One thing for sure, The Guru did indeed know his shit. I ordered them both from Radio Rentals the very next week.

			In order to fund my expanding record collection I had a part-time job at the local newsagent’s delivering newspapers on my old blue and red bicycle. I did this come rain or shine. However, the crème de la crème of jobs was marking up of the papers at the newsagent’s. It meant I could stay dry in the warm shop and had access to the magazines and other papers, specifically the music papers, of which there were three back then: New Musical Express, Sounds, and Melody Maker.

			I avidly read them all while marking the top pages with an address on the piles of newspapers, ready to be picked up by the boys and girls coming each morning to do their rounds. These newspapers gave me a view into a different world, one that I could barely imagine. After reading the music weeklies, I shared stories with my friends, specifically Michael and Robert. They seemed the most interested in music and musicians and what we took to be their glamorous world. They shared my fascination with the goings-on in this strange other existence that seemed so remote from us at the time. Remember that the predominant music scene of the early seventies was either disco or horribly overblown progressive rock. Neither genre resonated with us, three white boys from the suburban edge of south London.

			In any era there are always artists who make their presence felt by not being part of the mainstream, and those were specifically the types of musicians we were drawn to. Among them was David Bowie who, in the summer of 1972, made such an impression on my teen self that he became an influence on my whole psyche. I’m pretty certain he had the same effect on Robert.

			Bowie’s performance of ‘Starman’ on BBC TV’s Top of the Pops that July changed everything for me. It was as if suddenly a being from another world had landed at the television centre. Bowie and his band, The Spiders from Mars, just looked and sounded so different from the other acts we saw. His whole demeanour shouted that here was someone we could trust to show us the way to a different world than the dull one we normally inhabited.

			He had an androgynous sexuality and strangeness that immediately entranced me. If you look now, all these years later, at the clip of that performance, it’s amazing at just how completely different from the everyday he was.

			Looking behind the stage of TOTP (as it was known to all and sundry), you can catch a glimpse of an audience member in the standard teen get-up for the time: a jumper with no arms and a teardrop collar shirt. You realize immediately that this man on stage was doing something completely different.

			I remember sitting on my couch at home with my mother, Daphne, watching this spectacle unfold, and at the point where Bowie sang the line ‘I had to phone someone so I picked on you’ he pointed directly at the camera and I knew he was singing that line to me and everyone like me. It was a call to arms that put me on the path that I would soon follow.

			I went to school the next day and exploded with excitement to my friends about it.

			‘Did you see him?’

			‘Who?’

			‘Bowie on Top of The Pops, of course.’

			‘Yeah,’ said Robert, ‘he was bad!’

			Way, way before Michael Jackson misappropriated the phrase, we had taken to calling anything that was really, really, great, bad. It just fit in with our view of the world, looking through the other end of the telescope at everything.

			That summer I tried to understand as much as I could about how things worked in this strange new world. I spent a great deal of time reading about all kinds of music people, and I was baffled by some references. After all, sex, drugs and rock and roll were hardly on my radar yet. Especially drugs and alcohol, of which I had no personal experience.

			That was about to change.

			*

			‘Lol, you want to come DJ the party?’

			My brother Roger was asking if I would bring my record collection, which by now was much bigger than his, to the party he was throwing for my other brother, John, who was emigrating to Australia.

			‘Yeah, absolutely, I’d love to play my records! I can play them louder than Mum lets me, right?’ I asked.

			‘Of course! Turn up the volume, brother!’ Roger was getting a kick out of seeing his little brother so excited.

			It was the first adult party I had ever been invited to and I was to go unchaperoned by my mother. However, I had no real experience with adults and what they liked to do at parties. It wasn’t that long ago that the parties I attended had jelly and ice cream, like the one I recall on Robert’s seventh birthday at his new family house in Crawley.

			My carefree young life was changing and I was about to be introduced to the real world. Perhaps a little too early, but it was coming at me like a freight train, and there was no avoiding the circumstances that were about to unfold.

			I had always viewed drinking alcohol as something my father did which made him either very happy or inhospitable. It didn’t really seem that appealing to me. However, when my mother would send me down to the Chequers to collect my father, I caught a whiff of a certain bonhomie and joyous good time that seemed to lie inside the old oak doors of the pub. Even the normally dour townsfolk seemed happier inside the Chequers.

			So, despite my misgivings, it seemed like it might be worth investigating one day. I, of course, had no idea that it would be at my brother’s going-away party that I would be introduced to the demon alcohol.

			My brother Roger arrived in the late afternoon to take me to his house in Crawley and set up my stuff for the evening’s festivities. I had brought my treasured purple satin shirt to wear, the one I had bought at Whitworth’s, the small clothing shop at the top of my street. I loved going into Mr Whitworth’s: I never knew what sartorial secret he might impart to me.

			‘Men with short legs should wear wide Oxford trousers to look more impressive,’ was one gem I never forgot.

			The small bell attached to the door rang as I walked into the musty little clothing shop.

			‘Ah, young Mr Tolhurst, what are you seeking today?’

			‘I saw that purple shirt in the window?’ I said.

			The real reason I went in was to seek out the one or two trendsetting items that stood out in his otherwise drab menswear section. He usually priced these to sell to a teenager with very limited income; in other words, yours truly.

			‘Ah yes, the one with the modern collar.’ Mr Whitworth looked like it hurt his lips to say the word.

			‘Yes, that’s it. The one with the teardrop collar.’

			He pulled it out of the window display and handed it to me.

			It had a £5 price tag, much more than I could afford. He saw my glum expression as I noticed the price.

			‘How much do you have, Mr Tolhurst?’

			‘A pound?’ I said hopefully.

			Mr Whitworth looked out over the top of his glasses and tugged on the tape measure he always carried around his neck.

			‘All right, £1 it is, but do not tell anyone else that I gave you such a bargain, otherwise they’ll all want one. Do I have your word?’

			‘Yes, of course! Thank you, Mr Whitworth!’

			I walked back to our house clutching the shirt, thankful for the old tailor’s generosity.

			*

			So it was that at the age of thirteen, and living in a small town on the edge of the bustling metropolis, I was already something of a fashion trendsetter. For the party, I matched the purple satin shirt with a pair of Lybro Sea Dogs, or blue jeans by a plainer name.

			I set up my turntable in the corner and started to assemble a rough playlist for the night. By this time, some of my brother’s friends had arrived for his farewell party. Then I saw them out of the corner of my eye: the bottles of wine in my brother’s kitchen. It never occurred to me that anybody drank at home. I viewed drinking as an activity exclusively to be done at the pub at night. My life until then had revolved around a very few outside activities, mostly church and school. This was a totally new experience for me, and as such quite exhilarating.

			Roger rounded the door, ‘Like a drink, Lol?’

			I had never thought that I would partake in this ritual. That’s how naive I was.

			‘Sure,’ I answered, my voice just a little stronger than the pubescent croak which had appeared at the same time hair began growing in strange, unaccustomed places.

			I grasped the proffered glass of red liquid, taking what I supposed looked like a confident gulp. My first impression was how much it stung my throat on contact, but it was the second sensation that really caught my attention, so much so that I can instantly recall it, forty-three years later. It was a subtle but definite feeling at the same time, mysterious and malevolent in equal measure. Bad with goodness mixed in. It felt bloody wonderful!

			Although I have a better understanding of it now, this sensation and instantaneous craving is still baffling to me.

			I walked into the next room; it was still early so it was empty. I marvelled at just how free and great I felt! Like a poet, I could easily summon up the words that my normally tongue-tied teenage self couldn’t. I had never experienced such a feeling before. The hues and colours in the room seemed changed but still familiar, perhaps just a little more vibrant and beautiful, or maybe I just imagined this. It didn’t seem to matter at that moment, to be perfectly honest. I had a strong sense that everything was okay, and suddenly the burden of just being me seemed to evaporate. It was as if time, space and normality had been shifted by a few degrees to the left, and given an extra frisson of excitement for good measure.

			The addition of this new substance to my system also made music more exciting to me. I seemed to understand it more, and appreciate just what it was these musicians were trying to convey with sounds and rhythms.

			I had a vague inkling that this was maybe what people wanted from being ‘stoned’ or ‘loaded’, but I had never felt it before so I hadn’t really had anything to base my assumptions on. Now I did.

			The year before, Michael and I had been to our first concert proper with his sister and her boyfriend. They took us to Hyde Park to see a free gig. At one point we were standing by a soft drink vendor at the edge of the park when a very dishevelled young woman came by and lurched jerkily towards us.

			‘Have you got the time?’ she said.

			‘About a quarter to three,’ I replied, glancing at my watch. She shook her head furiously.

			‘No. Have you got the time, man? I mean, really have you got the time?’

			I looked uncomprehendingly at Michael. We were just twelve years old, after all, and extremely baffled by this.

			The Greek drink vendor said, ‘She’s stoned, boys,’ by way of explanation, as he could see our confused faces. That was the only clue I had so far.

			Was this that? Was I stoned? Never mind. The fact it felt good was all I knew or needed to know.

			I sought out my eldest brother and asked if I could have some more. I figured that if one was good, more would be better. He filled my glass and I wandered back to my records and turntables. Now the party was in full swing, with people talking and starting to dance.

			Soon my brother John appeared at my side. ‘Fancy a breath of fresh air, Lol?’

			I said I did, and we made our way out through the crowd into the night air. It was cold and chilly as we walked briskly down the dark street. ‘I thought I would get you a present before I left for Australia. Anything you would like?’ he asked.

			I thought hard as the night air’s crisp slap had sobered me up a little and my thoughts became a little less grandiose.

			‘I think I’d like something to do with drums,’ I said. I was listening to songs with greater clarity now and I had started to discern the separate elements. I could make out the bass, guitar and vocals, but what intrigued me the most (besides the words) was the rhythmic thump of the drums. It seemed to me that this was what created the dynamic impulse in the songs, lending them excitement and power. It made me want to move, to dance, to be joyous! I thought I could do something with that. It felt like something was drawing me to the drums and the power they contained. Even then I found myself split between the profane and the sacred. I loved the physicality of drums but I also found words and what they could express, with a deft couplet or turn of phrase, beguiling and attractive. I knew I wanted to combine both sides somehow. Drums looked hard to play, but with my new friend alcohol I felt I should be able to do anything.

			Right at that moment the ground fell away from my feet, or so it seemed, as I tumbled feet first into a large trench dug in the road and lit by a very dim warning light.

			‘Ah, shit!’ I shouted as I fell into a pool of soft mud at the bottom. Then I saw John’s face peering over the side of the trench to look at me. He laughed a little, then remembered to be concerned at his now drunk little brother.

			‘Here, give me your hand,’ he said more solemnly, and proffered his right hand for me to hold on to and use to haul myself out of the soggy bottom of the trench.

			‘Didn’t see that,’ I said. It felt like my mouth was full of cotton wool. When I tried another phrase, it came out just as mangled as the first. This was too much for John; he could barely contain his mirth.

			‘You’re drunk, Lol!’

			We walked back towards my other brother’s house. I was peering intently at the ground trying not to attract any other large holes towards my clumsy feet, while trying to stay upright. This didn’t feel quite as wonderful as the first minutes of being drunk, but I presumed it would pass. I thought I probably needed to drink more to get back to that original state.

			I walked up to the door of what I thought was Roger’s house. I rang the doorbell and started shouting for him to come and answer the door. Unfortunately, it wasn’t his house. John dragged me up the road to the actual door. My head by now was not feeling so good, so I walked into the kitchen and grabbed another glass of red wine and knocked that back. Surprisingly, to me at least, it didn’t seem to improve matters, and soon my head was swimming.

			As for the rest of the party, I remember the following: a white bathroom and the shiny surface of the toilet bowl as I knelt over it and vomited. The concerned face of my sister-in-law as she tried to help me from falling down on the stairs. The anxious faces as I turned and spiralled down the staircase again, ending in a heap.

			That’s all I could remember.

			The next day I awoke with the parched, awful taste that was to become part of my life for the next seventeen or so years. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I lifted my head and immediately wished I hadn’t as the dull low throb of my first hangover came marching in with full force. I lay back on the pillow and wondered how I had got there, as I couldn’t recall much of the last part of the evening. This pattern would become a constant part of my life over the coming years.

			*

			Blackout is how doctors refer to it. When you can’t recall what happened the night before, or sometimes even whole days before. It took me many years to understand that this wasn’t how normal people felt or reacted when they drank. They might get an occasional fuzzy recall, but in general, they got a little tipsy then backed off and went to sleep without forgetting what had occurred. They didn’t lose control.

			This was not how it worked for me. From the very beginning I was a blackout drinker. When I didn’t have enough money to drink to my heart’s content I would have a few beers, go home, go to sleep and remember everything about the previous day. But from that day on, if I had the funds, I drank to get drunk, and when I got drunk I blacked out.

			I blacked out quite a bit.
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			The Bridge

			I then really started to embrace rock and roll, so the sex and drugs part started to factor into the equation pretty quickly.

			Like most teenage boys, I hadn’t really been aware of girls until I put together the basic facts and biological imperatives. While at Notre Dame I had had a bit of a disagreement with a young Italian chap who decided to take a well-aimed kick at my midriff, which ended with me spending a few days in hospital having a hernia stitched up. The teen ward was a veritable gold mine of information about what happened when boys and girls ‘did it’. Of course, I would find out later that pretty much all of it was completely erroneous.

			It didn’t take long to walk from my house into Horley High Street proper, where I received much of my rock and roll education. I used to go to see what records the tobacconist had in his bargain bin that week, or listen to what was available at the library.

			Horley High Street combined family-owned businesses like Bunkell’s the butchers with national chains like Boots the chemist and Woolworths, where Michael and I both worked during our teen years. An old haberdashery stood alongside Collingwood’s department store opposite Radio Rentals. This was where Simon Gallup’s brother Ric worked in the little record department at the back of the shop, which was a treasure trove for us.

			This comprised our territory for quite a few years, and we knew all the hidden little paths and vantage points. We could cross town virtually invisible to any adult who might know our parents and report on our whereabouts.

			The old single-screen cinema had yet to be converted to a nightclub, and so occasional visits were arranged – Saturday morning pictures with a B movie before the main feature, and a two-level balcony where you could smoke if you wanted, which we did.

			*

			There was one building in Horley with mock Gothic red brick and flat white stone arches that hinted at a semblance of sanctity. However, within lay a rather different type of ecstatic experience than the founders of Horley Methodist Church first envisaged. I forget who it was that imparted the vital piece of information to us about what went on inside the church hall on Saturday nights, but whoever it was set the scene for our future adult lives without even being aware of it.

			And so it was that one spring evening Michael, Robert and I lined up around the edges of the carefully trimmed rose beds that surrounded the Methodist church hall. The water pooling in drops on the dark green leaves of the rose bushes from a late afternoon shower reflected our youthful faces spoon-like in the fading daylight. Above the door at the side of the hall was the glow of a single light bulb illuminating the entrance. Unbeknown to us, herein lay the pathway to teen nirvana.

			At fifteen we had already started to change our attire to distinguish ourselves from our fellow teens. In fact, way before we became famous for our all-black attire, we wore all white! Both Michael and I had white hipster flares called ‘loons’, with matching white shirts. We topped off the effect of all this plain white with scuffed white plimsolls, giving us a less angelic look. Robert had on similar trousers, perhaps the darker ones with ties around the bottom, which his mother had attached for him at his request. (He had a pair of white high-waisted jeans that he also liked.) It certainly made us look different. Over this, Robert wore a long fur coat and a long scarf around his neck. We looked like a strange cult, with Michael and myself as white-robed acolytes to our floppy fringed, fur coat-wearing leader.

			We did indeed behave like a cult, as we had our own language and way of being that excluded outsiders. There were other members of our clan, including early Malice guitarist Marc Ceccagno, but the trio of myself, Robert and Michael was the nucleus.

			*

			Inside, things were heating up. Around the edge of the hall sat girls: strange creatures that we had never really considered before, but now felt inextricably drawn to. They fascinated us in a way we couldn’t explain, making us uncomfortable in a way that we really quite liked.

			Boys clumped together in small groups at the side, as if there was some kind of bottomless pit that we had to avoid in the middle of the room, with a swirling vortex that might drag us down into the bowels of hell if we crossed the centre. We weren’t going to go over there and talk to the girls just yet, but we wanted to. The music became the lingua franca, a bridge to the interaction we secretly sought.

			T. Rex, The Sweet and Slade were the flavour of the times and the Methodists had thoughtfully supplied a couple of decks to play such songs at a reasonable and respectful volume. If you brought a record along, they had one of the older boys play it on the turntable. If it was the sad, slow song of the time, Terry Jacks’s ‘Seasons in the Sun,’ you might ask a girl to dance. Or maybe not, if either one of you thought that was perhaps a little too forward!

			It was dark in the recesses of the room and that meant you might be able to sneak a kiss, or maybe more, from one of the more forward girls. The room filled with the smell of teen lust and cheap perfume intoxicating us all, and like bees to the honeypot, we were drawn. The lights suddenly went on in the wooden hall. Our blinking eyes tried to focus and squinted at the minister in the middle of the room.

			‘Ah, boys and girls, now we come to the best part of the evening . . . prayer time!’

			We were agog – prayers? After the minister had chanted a few sentences, and we mumbled in reply the call and response, thankfully the lights dimmed and we went back to our furtive fumbling at the room’s periphery.

			Out in the church car park, more discoveries awaited.

			‘I’ve got a bottle of Dad’s home brew,’ Robert said. He produced a screw-top glass bottle from inside his voluminous fur coat and we scooted around the corner at the back of the youth club to look at the brown fermented liquid.

			‘What’s it taste like?’ I asked.

			‘Bloody brilliant,’ said Robert with a big grin, before offering me a slug. I knocked some back and it hit me again, that wonderful feeling I had first experienced at my brother’s house. I still liked it.

			We decided to walk down the street towards the town centre. After the shops had shut this was really a ghost town. There were a couple of restaurants: one Indian and one Chinese takeaway. Many years later I wondered how the proprietors of these places avoided jail time, having dealt with the drunken youth of Horley after the pubs had shut. Their patience must have been extremely tested.

			The soft glow from the cinema beckoned in the distance, the light filtering through the twin distorters of alcohol and a steady drizzle that was coming down. We stumbled up to the front of the cinema and saw the night’s offering. We decided against going in and turned back to the youth club. It was just finishing up, and outside a gaggle of boys and girls (as well as a few parents) warily eyed Robert, Michael and me as we swayed a little in front of the door. In the distance, I heard 10cc’s ‘I’m Not in Love’ for the first time and my heart broke. Robert had already met Mary Poole, the great love of his life, but for me love’s path was to be far more torturous.

			*

			Her name was Sarah and we met at the Methodist.

			I had noticed her one Saturday night, with her long hair and petite figure, and got talking to her. She lived about three miles from me in the countryside with her mother, stepfather and younger brother.

			She went to school in Horley with Simon Gallup, a kid I vaguely knew around town. Years later Simon told me that once Sarah and I started going out she had embellished my reputation as a hard man at his school, so much so that when he saw me in town he would cross over to the other side of the street! I’m surprised I didn’t get in more fights after that.

			We had been going out a few weeks when her parents saw me with her outside the Methodist when they came to pick her up one Saturday. They then decided, based solely on my appearance, that I was obviously not the right sort to be squiring their young daughter about. They had also seen the company I kept – that strange boy with the long fur coat and his friend with the motorbike and long hair. We were obviously bad news.

			I called her the next day at her house. Her stepfather picked up the phone, and when I identified myself, he warned me in no uncertain terms to stay away from her. I realized it was going to be tough seeing her again. It didn’t stop us, of course. Teen love is never thwarted for long.

			*

			Michael had a small motorbike, a Fantic Caballero, a strange Italian moped that looked quite a bit mightier than its 50cc engine would have led you to expect. No matter. It would suffice.

			We concocted a daring plan: Michael would take me to Sarah’s house in the nearby countryside and under cover of darkness he would drop me off. I would hide in the bushes until a suitable moment arose, when I would sneak up to her bedroom window on the ground floor and make my presence known by tapping gently on the window, at which point she would leave her parents’ house and we would be united in love.
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