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  PREFACE




  Richard James Edwards was born in Blackwood, Wales on 22 December 1967.




  In 1989 he joined the Manic Street Preachers with his childhood friends James Dean Bradfield, Sean Moore and Nicky Wire. During his time in the band he was also known by his stage name Richey

  James or in the press as Richey Manic.




  On 1 February 1995 he left a London hotel and was never seen again. His car was discovered two weeks later at the Severn View service station on the M48 motorway, near to the old Severn Bridge.

  Many sightings of him were subsequently reported, some of which are considered more plausible or credible than others. The most notable sightings are those which occurred in the two weeks following

  his disappearance. In referencing these I no way suggest them to be true.




  Richard Edwards was legally declared dead on 23 November 2008.




  This novelization of his life features characters based upon certain real people and fictionalized interpretations of real events and reported sightings. Other characters and situations are

  entirely fictional and this story does not purport in any way to be the truth. It is instead one outcome out of an infinite amount of possibilities and therefore artistic licence has been duly

  exercised. This account is written with respect to all concerned.
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  ‘He was a man, take him for all in all,




  I shall not look upon his like again.’




  

    (Hamlet, 1. 2)


  








  BOMB THE PAST




  Room 516.




  A turned-down bedspread, a screwed-down TV and a locked minibar.




  Frost on the window. London dark blue and dormant.




  Five storeys up, encased in brutalist concrete and alabaster. Up in the air. It’s all up in the air. Everything. Everything.




  Trapped up here in the room where someone has removed the doors. Concreted them over. Filled in the gaps. All that’s left is this window. A window that won’t open. They’ve

  nailed it shut. Nailed me in.




  Nailed me in, five storeys up. Up in the air.




  It’s all up in the air.
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  It’s not blackened slag heaps or eternal grey skies, but the sun’s rays shining through the inch-wide chink in your floral print curtains turning your golden hair

  nut-brown.




  This is what you remember.




  The floral-print curtains. The sun on your face. A box of crayons upended on the worn olive-green carpet. Sugar paper.




  The sun on your face.




  The smell of baking. Margarine and sugar. Burnt Golden Syrup. The clatter of pans. Mum in the kitchen. Radio 4.




  The sun on your face.




  Dust dancing in shafts. A cloud that looks like a cat. The rattle of keys, Dad in the doorway.




  This is what you remember.




  The sun. Your face.




  A warm glow of happiness.




  Because the human mind continuously edits and self-censors. It writes its own history and romanticizes events in order to make sense of a life. The very earliest memories

  are buried so deep they rarely rise to the surface of the conscious, yet you definitely remember the day Mum and Dad bring home your baby sister. It is 1969. You are two years old.




  You don’t remember clothes or the weather or even sounds or smells. All you remember is an image and a feeling.




  The image of the three of them behind the cobbled glass of the porch door that fragments them, turns them into abstractions. You are on the floor, playing with a toy car on the olive-green

  carpet. Your world is knee-high; everything above is an alien landscape.




  Then the feeling you get as the door opens and the abstractions become something real and tangible: Dad smiling, with a white bundle in his arms and a night bag hanging from his arm,

  Mum behind him, looking tired, but flushed with rosy joy.




  — Richard. We have someone here to see you.




  You stand, your toy car in hand.




  Mum and Dad coming into a huddle and bending over the bundle.




  — Look who it is.




  You don’t know whether they’re talking to you or the bundle, but they crouch down so that you can see too. You can see the tiny face with the closed eyes. The tiny fists and the

  gurgling mouth.




  — It’s your new baby sister, Richard. She’s called Rachel.




  Maybe you have imagined this. Maybe photographs and retellings of the moment have helped you build a mental picture, but you know the feeling is true.
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  Outside, across the road, Kensington Palace Gardens is framed in the half light. The city home to generations of blue blood and international embassies, stately homes and

  multi-multi-multimillionaires’ mansions. The playground of the super- and the stupid-rich; people with more money than the entire town of Blackwood. The most expensive street in Britain. A

  home to wealth and intrigue. Sex and power.




  And pain too.




  They kept torture chambers in there during the war. Right across the road in those beautiful buildings. MI19-owned, they were. I read about it. The London Cage, they called it. All very

  hush-hush. Down there in the basement was where they tried to extract information from German prisoners of war. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands. Physical and psychological torture and pioneering

  techniques of interrogation – right here on the doorstep, in good old cor-blimey-guvnor London.




  For the good of the country.




  Beatings and threats. Threats and beatings. Sleep deprivation and the promise of ‘unnecessary surgery’ hanging over the heads of those subdued German soldiers. Cold water and

  cudgels.




  Cold water and cudgels.




  Right here on this doorstep. Out there in the darkness of the park over the road on the most expensive street in Britain.




  For freedom.




  For democracy.




  For King and country.
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  Hide and seek in the long grass in the summer time. Peeling scabs from knees and poking the raw flesh beneath them, which is more red than anything you’ve ever seen.

  Hurling rocks into the beck. Gulping down a tall glass of concentrated orange juice, helping yourself to another biscuit, then running out the door again. Out down St Tudor’s View and

  onto Gordon Road. Left through the estate and down to Pengam Road or right down to the High Street and, beyond that, the river. Each presents so many possibilities.




  So, so many possibilities.




  Because life presents options to you in all directions.




  Life can be whatever you want it to be, but right now it is a fat lip from a misjudged frisbee in the face. It is a Twix melting into a gooey mess in the back pocket of your shorts. Life is

  Jason Stoker eating a worm for a dare and Roobarb & Custard. It is you squashing your balls during a backer on someone’s Chopper, or slip-sliding in dog shit down the rec.




  Life is a mixture of the mundane, the mysterious and the magical.




  And endless possibilities. Endless options. There is so much fun to be had.




  Sledging down the Scrambles in winter. The world’s largest snowman – coal for eyes and a carrot for a nose, naturally. Blackwood down the hill in the distance. Numb fingers and

  numb toes. Red cheeks. Blockbuster. Chitty Chitty Bang Bang at the pictures. Mum’s chintz dressing gown. Gran and Granddad’s wood-chip wallpaper. The childish calls of

  ‘Coming ready or not . . .’




  Rhyl.




  Newport.




  Barry Island. Home.
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  West goes to Notting Hill and Kensington, east leads to Hyde Park and Marble Arch, then Oxford Street, then beyond the High Street shopper’s paradise, Soho, where I spent

  so many nights in ’91, ’92 just wandering and gazing and wearing out the soles of my shoes.




  I was not so much awestruck then as anonymous. Glad to be anonymous. Glad to see that the city was what I had always suspected it to be: a Petri dish of human amoebae colliding but never

  connecting. Always bouncing off one another without apology, without true communication. The very ‘neon loneliness’ we wrote about.




  I wish I had retained at least some of that enthusiasm for discovery, but it has all gone now. Never to be replaced. I don’t have the energy for enthusiasm any more. I don’t have the

  energy for anything. Books, music, people, sex, money, but most of all – me. I no longer have the energy to be me. I can be what people want me to be, but I cannot be who I want me to

  be.




  Because I no longer know. Will probably never know.




  It’s cold and quiet and cars are slowly passing by, their lights a slow trail of burnt red in the night, and each of them contains a body or bodies, and I wonder who they are, and this

  view from Room 516 isn’t helping.




  No sleep and nervous, I want to wake up in a city that always sleeps.




  Soon I’ll need to make a decision.




  Before I leave Room 516 I will know what to do.
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  Everything is cold and hard, as if weighted down by history and an unspoken sense of burden. The wooden benches sit on a wooden floor.




  Coughs and creaks. The shuffling of feet.




  It’s draughty and you’re wearing shorts so you shove your hands in your pockets to keep them warm.




  You spend hours staring at the pattern in which the floorboards were laid decades earlier by a team of carpenters from another age, a different era.




  You wonder if the carpenters were religious men, whether theirs was a Godly mission, or just another paid job.




  You drift off, your mind wandering and you stare at that floor, your eyes following the diagonal pattern of wooden boards, the varnish worn away by decades of feet shuffling from the front

  door to the altar and back again, or restlessly moving beneath the pews as the vicar delivers another long, nonsensical sermon.




  It’s as much a shack as a glorious stone church; more a corrugated prefab than a cathedral designed to evoke awe. The only thing this place evokes is chilblains.




  There’s no stained-glass window, no mysterious musks and scents being wafted through the air by sombre altar boys. None of the alluring rituals that the Catholics have.




  Just coughs and creaks. The shuffling of feet.




  So right here and now, on the cold hard bench on the scuffed floor amongst the coughs and the creaks of a Sunday morning, you vow to be in service to no man but yourself, and to never give up

  the one asset you were born with: your ability to think and act freely.
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  I have yesterday’s newspapers spread out in front of me and I’m scanning the headlines.




  

    CLINTON TO LEND MEXICO


  




  TWENTY BILLION DOLLARS.




  

    SIX THOUSAND DEAD IN


  




  GREAT HANSHIN EARTHQUAKE:




  THOUSANDS MORE STILL MISSING.




  

    KUNG FU CANTONA!


  




  

    I wish I had a map right now. A map of London. A map of Britain. A map of the world.


  




  A map of my mind.




  I’ve had no sleep and I’m nervous, my stomach is in revolt.




  Soon I’ll need to make a decision. But I can’t think. Can’t think. Can’t think straight. Can’t think straight in Room 516.




  Room 516 The Embassy Hotel, Bayswater Road, London.




  Everything is predictable. I know how the story ends and it doesn’t end happily. It just ends like a big black punctuation mark. It just ends.




  Ends.




  I can’t think straight here in Room 516.




  Room 516 with the bedspread, the kettle, the locked minibar. The adjustable mirror and the little packets of soap.




  I can’t think straight. I’m reaching out into the darkness trying to grasp something tangible.




  Something tangible in Room 516.




  Room 516 The Embassy Hotel, Bayswater Road, London.




  Room 516 with the bedspread, the kettle, the locked minibar. The silent corridors. The window that won’t open. The window they’ve nailed shut.




  The TV is on but the sound is turned off as it casts strange formations on the walls. Formations like my thoughts – nebulous and foreboding. Washed out. Just beyond reach. Shape-shifting

  images that are flat and meaningless; which once had meaning but now are just shapes on the wall. Shapes on the wall of Room 516.




  I need to make a decision.




  Before I leave this room I will know what to do.




  In this sea of uncertainty though one fact remains concrete, steadfast and immovable: there is no way I am going to America today. No way.




  Not today. No way.




  Not today. Not ever.




  No way.




  America?




  No.




  Dawn breaks but I can’t see anything beautiful in it. It simply gets lighter, the traffic flow heavier. Another day of repetition lies ahead. Or maybe it won’t this

  time.




  Because I’m pacing now. Pacing the room. Pacing and thinking.




  Trying to think. Thinking about everything. Thinking about nothing.




  Thoughts piling up, none of them clear.




  I flop down onto the bed, onto the newspaper.




  I need to make a decision.




  Repeat after me . . .




  I need to make a decision. I’m going out of my mind. My fucking mind. Maybe it’s the pills?




  It’s not the pills. It’s anything but the pills.




  I’m not going to America.




  Repeat after me . . .




  Not going to America.




  I’m in no fit state.




  No fit state for America. No fit state for anything.




  No way. No today. Not ever again.




  America? No. America can wait. It can wait for ever.




  I don’t want these pills in me any more.




  I don’t want to be in me any more.




  Repeat after me . . .




  No more, no more, no more.




  I need to make a decision.




  So make it, then.




  I can’t.




  Why not?




  Because I’m scared.




  You’re always scared. That’s your problem. Always scared.




  Not always.




  Yes, always. Pussy faggot cop-out bastard.




  Don’t.




  Yes. Pussy faggot cop-out bastard. Talk about wasted potential. What a fucking let down. Spoilt pussy faggot cop-out bastard.




  Please . . .




  You need to make a decision.




  I know, I know . . .




  Time is running out.




  I can’t.




  You can. And you will. Because for the first time in your life you’ll stop being a pussy faggot cop-out bastard and you’ll take control. Understand?




  I . . .




  Understand?




  I . . .




  Here in Room 516 you will make a decision and you will stick to it and you will stand by it and you will see it through. Whatever the circumstances. Whatever the consequences. Because for

  once in your life you will stop being a spoilt pussy faggot cop-out bastard. Understand?




  . . .




  Understand, cocksucker?




  Yes. I understand.




  So do it. Make that decision.
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  You stay at Gran’s a lot. Every Saturday night and sometimes in the week too.




  Gran’s is a bubble. A warm, clean bubble full of strange curios, like her collection of coloured glass vases, her crystal decanter and the silverware that she takes out and religiously

  polishes once a month. The smell of the polish tickles your nostrils. Gran cooks you proper chips in a deep fat-fryer and you eat huge knickerbocker glories with a crumbled Flake on top.




  Granny always whistles the same song all day long: ‘Zip-a-Dee-Do-Dah’.




  You play Consequences and Ludo then you sit watching Saturday night TV together – you at her feet marvelling at her contorted toes and bunions like golf balls.




  You sleep in the spare room on a fold-out bed. You always pretend that the bed is the car in Starsky & Hutch. The landing light illuminates the glass panel above the door and in

  the darkness of the room it looks like a faraway space ship. You fall asleep thinking about Suzi Quatro.




  And downstairs you can hear Gran whistling.




  — Zip-a-dee-do-dah, zip-a-dee-day . . .
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  Everyone seems to think that you are somehow ‘better’, as if a rest and nice bowl of fruit for breakfast is the cure-all for any ailment. They must do, otherwise why

  would they send you off to America to talk up the new album, in advance of the band making their most concerted effort to crack a country that remains completely indifferent to your band.




  It is because I’ve done such a good job of convincing them, that’s why. I have worn my mask of recovery well. I have assimilated those twelve steps and my new smile makes my face

  ache. Sobriety shines in my eyes.




  And it’s also because the new album is my baby. My ugly baby. My stillborn. But like an ugly stillborn baby I am duty-bound to somehow love it anyway.




  I certainly won’t be able to better it, lyrically. And it’s hard to see how the boys could ever write music that fits as perfectly as it does on The Holy Bible.




  The Holy Bible.




  My last will and testament.




  Anyway, who else is going to be able to explain the concept of an album whose basic prevailing themes are -broadly speaking – the Holocaust, child prostitution and anorexia?




  It wouldn’t be fair to put that responsibility on anyone.




  But still.




  America.




  Interviews. Radio stations. Breakfast brunches and power lunches.




  The meet and greet. What Quentin Crisp calls ‘the smiling and nodding racket’.




  Having to pretend like you care.




  About album sales.




  About the American market.




  About anything.




  Two weeks of stale questions from people with ice-hockey hair and white, white teeth.




  Having to charm DJs.




  Journalists.




  Pluggers.




  Having to excuse yourself all the time. To puke. To sob uncontrollably. To scream into the nearest pillow.




  Two weeks of fakery.




  Can’t do it. Sorry.




  Just can’t do it any more.




  None of it.




  Sorry.




  Sorry.
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  Your first week at Oakdale Comprehensive and you make a new friend.




  He’s not human. He’s something far better.




  He’s just a tiny pup when your parents bring him home – big brown eyes, big brown face. Floppy ears and floppier chops.




  You all agree on a name. Snoopy. It’s the ears and his comical face.




  He spends the first week shitting and yapping. Dad feigns annoyance at the noise and the stink but you know he loves him just as much as you do.




  At first he sleeps curled up in a circle in a basket in the utility room, but soon he’s scratching at your door, burrowing under your duvet, nuzzling your leg. You’re not meant to

  let him sleep with you – something about establishing a groundwork of rules – but you like that solid feeling of warmth against your leg, the rise and fall of his ribcage, the

  occasional sigh or whimper.




  You spend hours at a time just stroking the waterfall of fur that runs up from his wet black twitching nose and along his back as he blinks back his gratitude.




  He grows in size, quickly.




  — Eats like a horse, he does, says Dad. We should enter him in the National.




  You’re growing too, but not half as quickly as your new best friend. You’re one of the smallest in the year. You still have your junior-school looks, while some of the lads, the

  dunces who the girls predictably swoon over -Joseph Sowerby, Gaz Jones – are already growing wispy moustaches. Dad says you’ll fill out in time.




  You’re not sure you want to fill out. You certainly wouldn’t want a ’tache, even if you could grow one.




  Then after school there’s usually a kickabout down the rec. The teams change daily, a revolving cast that’s dependent on who is allowed to play out from this end of the

  estate.




  You enjoy football. You enjoy the simplicity of it; you enjoy being breathless and feeling your muscles ache. The sweat on your brow. It’s so much more fun than the dreaded

  rugby.




  Nick Jones is one of the best on the footie pitch. He usually brings the ball and picks the sides. A year younger than you and already his legs practically come up to your shoulders.

  He’s all right. He’s not a wanker like some of the rough lads from the villages; for a sporty kid, he’s all right. He always makes an effort to pick you, and it’s

  appreciated. He puts you on the right wing and optimistically tells you to ‘do some damage’. And he brings the trophy for your on-going tournaments. Says it’s the old Welsh FA Cup

  but we know his dad found it in a skip somewhere.




  Sometimes you bring Snoopy. You let him off his lead to join in and he gets in the mix to run rings around everyone, desperately attempting to burst the ball that’s twice the size of

  his head.




  He won’t be able to play for ever, though – in a few months, he’ll puncture Jonesy’s new Wilson and he’ll be forced to watch from the sidelines, barking orders

  like John Toshack, as frustrated as any boy would at the inexplicable exclusion.




  You joke about getting him a fur-trimmed manager’s coat.




  Then afterwards you trot home to Woodfieldside, analysing the game.




  You eat your tea and get told off for throwing scraps from the table.




  — Those chops are too good for a dog, says Mum, even though you see her saving the bones and strips of fat for his late-night treat.




  He’s Snoopy and you’re Charlie Brown. Life is Peanuts.




  You feel ecstatically, joyously happy.
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  There’s one thing I need to do first, though. It’s only fair.




  I open up my notebook and remove the pictures that I have carefully cut out and accumulated over the past week or so – from magazines and papers, mainly. Pictures of girls and movie stars,

  buildings, landscapes and cartoon characters. Pictures of animals and singers and cities.




  Pictures of war zones and bodies, faces and flowers.




  I take the glue stick and begin to stick them onto the cardboard box that I got from reception earlier. I paste them on and smooth them into place. The pictures form a decorative collage around

  the rim of the box, then when the glue is starting to dry I carefully copy out a number of literary quotes from my notebook.




  Camus.




  Sartre.




  Mishima.




  My old friends, the old boys, all together for one last time.




  When I’m done I put what is left back into the box. My VHS copies of Naked and Equus, a couple of T-shirts, some photos of me and her – a girl, the one girl I have come

  closest to falling in love with – and my books. The rest of my books.




  I take a pen and a sheet of the hotel’s headed note-paper and sit staring at the carpet for a long time. I think about what to write but my mind is as blank as the page. Minutes pass.

  There is so much to say, but I don’t know where to begin. Perhaps there is actually nothing to say.




  Then I realize what it is I want to write – something that, fearful of sentimentality, I can rarely say, or perhaps rarely have cause to say, but nevertheless find easy to convey with a

  pen. I write I love you – love that will be forever unrequited – on a note, put it in the box, tape it shut, then put the box on the table.
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  Paul Winters says, Wait here a minute – you’ve got to see this.




  You’re round his house and his parents are out. It’s the summer holidays and they are letting him stay at home by himself. Actually his big sister is meant to be keeping an eye on

  you but she spends most of her days down the town with her boyfriend, an older boy with a motorbike and the obligatory leathers.




  You’re in the Winters’ living room, watching the farting scene from Blazing Saddles again – the one with the beans – munching on biscuits and slurping juice.

  Brian disappears for a couple of minutes, then you hear him charge back down the stairs.




  Then he’s behind you.




  — Close your eyes, Eddie.




  He’s the only person who calls you by your abbreviated surname. Most people call you Richard. Or Teddy.




  — I’m watching telly.




  — Just close your eyes and hold out your hands.




  You reluctantly turn away from Gene Wilder and Richard Pryor and their baked beans, and you close your eyes.




  He places a magazine in your hands.




  — OK, you can look now.




  You look down and the magazine is opened to the centre pages. You see a naked woman with blonde hair, her legs spread wide open. She is laid back on cushions, invitingly. You see her pink,

  hairy fanny first. Then her breasts. They’re large and weighty. The first pair you have ever seen. Her vagina looks odd, like nothing you’ve never seen before. It’s not how you

  had imagined it to look. (Had you even imagined it?)




  The hair on her head is so blonde it’s nearly silver but the hair on her fanny is much darker. She’s wearing silk gloves up to her elbows, and nothing else. Her mouth is open ever

  so slightly and her eyelids look heavy over blank eyes. Your mind reels.




  This is alien territory and you feel strange to be inhabiting it.




  — Isn’t it great? Look at them tits. You don’t answer.




  — Turn over – it gets better.




  You turn the page and see the same woman turned sideways this time, positioned on all fours. In front of her, a couple of inches from her face, is a long dark penis. It’s not

  erect and you can’t see the man it belongs to, only his legs and part of his torso. It’s just dangling there. It is strange. It is huge.




  The woman has her head positioned so that she’s looking out from the pages with the same blank-eyed look as before. You notice that she’s wearing more lipstick in this photo than

  the last one. A continuity error.




  You also notice the wallpaper in the background, the colour of the scatter cushions; a birthmark on her upper thigh. Her hair is impossibly blonde and you’re struggling to guess her

  age. She could be twenty-five, she could be fifty.




  Her breasts hang down below her, pendulously. They look different at this angle.




  — Isn’t it great? Paul says again. My brother keeps them under his bed. He thinks I don’t know about them. Look at them tits.




  This image – this glimpse into another world, a world you didn’t know existed – awakens something inside you. Something that feels strange and cold and inexplicable.

  Something adult that you want no part of.




  — He’s got loads of them. Wait a minute and I’ll go and get the others.




  — Paul, I don’t think I . . .




  He leaves the room. You know you don’t want to see the other magazines. You don’t even want to see any more of this one.




  Suddenly you feel terrible. Like you’re gripped by the horrors, your stomach turning somersaults.




  You throw the magazine down, run outside and retch into the bushes at the side of the Winters’ drive. A string of sick comes out of your mouth. It tastes of the Ribena you drank

  earlier, only it is bitter and it burns at your throat.




  You don’t bother going back into Brian’s house.




  You don’t want to see any more of those magazines.




  You don’t want to look at them tits.
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  And then it all happens in a flurry.




  I throw the remaining unpacked items into my holdall. My notebooks, passport, road atlas, a bottle of water, a couple of books, my cassette copy of the new songs James has been demo-ing and the

  new Nirvana album, some clothes, my jacket, sunglasses, cigarette, lighter. Roll of cash.




  I put the pre-packed suitcase – the suitcase that will never see America, the suitcase containing clothes that I will never wear again – on the floor by the bed.




  I walk into the bathroom and select the toiletries I might need while I work out what the hell is happening. I choose the bare minimum: toothpaste, toothbrush, deodorant.




  Everything else I leave behind: my moisturizer, aspirins, aftershave, razor, dental floss, my hair products (there is no hair left to care for), shaving foam, shampoo, conditioner, tweezers,

  nail clippers (there are barely any nails to clip), an old stub of an eyeliner pencil, a peel-off mask, a comb, a brush. I leave them all in the bathroom. Don’t even bin them.




  Just leave them.




  My hair still in the brush. My razor blunt.




  I scan around the room. The papers and magazines I dump in the bin. I also empty the ashtray then take a minute to light a cigarette. I stand in the centre of the room, smoking it, trying to

  draw the different strands of thought together, trying to weave them into something solid and tangible. Something of worth.




  Deep in the hotel I hear a door slamming shut. I hear cars outside. I hear my own heartbeat.




  I grind the cigarette out, empty the ashtray again, go to the bathroom and drink some water from the tap, splash some of it on my face, then in one decisive move I pick up my holdall, scan the

  room, place the room key on the table, then leave.




  The door quietly closes behind me of its own accord.




  Swish.




  Click.
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  Your Easter-holiday homework assignment is titled ‘The Life and Times of William Shakespeare: An introductory study’. Who he was. When he lived. What he

  did.




  Why he mattered.




  You spend the best part of the week on it because you have bugger-all else to do. While everyone else is out playing or trying to cop a feel of their first teenage tit, you hit the Blackwood

  library and spend hours in there, nose-deep in the books, cross-referencing the critical theories with the plays themselves. You return, day after day, and occupy the same table in the

  corner by the radiator. You skim-read Shakespeare’s complete works in one thick hardback edition and you even read some of his sonnets. Then you move onto his rival Christopher

  Marlowe.




  The librarian gets to know you. She even asks if everything is OK at home because young boys don’t normally spend so much time reading.




  By the time you’re back at school on Monday you have filled an entire one hundred and twenty-four page notebook on The Life and Times of William Shakespeare. You have provided a

  critical overview of his oeuvre and interspersed it with an appraisal of the most significant moments in his working and personal life, and some historical and socio-political context too.




  You are thirteen years old.
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  The corridor is long and empty and smells of stale cigarettes. The dimmed night lights are still on and cast a strange orange hue and the nicotine-tinted Artex ceiling tiles

  feel like they are bearing down upon me as I walk and I’m suddenly aware of the peep-holes on each door that stare out like unblinking eyes. I wonder if anyone is watching me at this very

  second, and if so what do they see?




  A man.




  A skinny man with a shaved head and a bag over his shoulder.




  A skinny man with a shaved head and a bag over his shoulder wearing an anorak with a fur-lined collar and woollen hat pulled low, walking with purpose along the corridor, eyes wide, cheeks

  sunken, lighting another cigarette as he turns the corner to the elevator and moves out of sight.




  Just a man. Any man, off to do anything. Work. Shopping. Travel.




  Whatever.




  Just some man in the hotel, a nobody, passing through, a ghost, like we all are.




  As I walk, Room 516 no longer ceases to exist. It falls away behind me, a black hole in time and space. Just a void to be filled by some other drama, someone else’s second-hand smoke.




  And I’m gone.
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  Friday afternoon and raindrops hit the prefab window like bullets.




  Outside, the school’s two punks – two fifth-formers – are caught in the downpour. They dash for cover, their blazers pulled over their heads to stop their hair flopping,

  their DIY dye jobs running.




  Last year they were wearing Led Zeppelin and AC/DC T-shirts, this year it’s The Clash and The Ruts.




  It’s double history. The Fall of the House of Tudor. History is normally your favourite but today you can’t concentrate. You’re staring out at the rain that falls in grey

  sheets, layer after layer of it sweeping across the landscape like death shrouds on a giant washing line.




  Death seems to be everywhere at the moment.




  That guy Sid Vicious is dead is from a drugs overdose. Twenty-one years old. Apparently punk is also dead and you’ve not even heard it yet. You’ve seen his spotty face squinting

  insolently from the front pages of the papers, though. And Sex Pistols is a great name for a band. Dirty and dangerous and scary.




  The rain keeps falling and the classroom is stuffy. Someone drops a ruler with a clatter.




  The sense of pre-weekend distraction is tangible in the room; few people are paying attention.




  The rain drums down on the flat roof and the sports fields are collecting puddles that will still be there next Tuesday when you’re forced to play rugby sevens. You’re looking

  forward to a night in front of the telly with Snoopy. Shopping for new shoes in town tomorrow. Then tea at Gran’s.




  It is 1979 and the end of the year is looming. The end of the decade.




  Out in the real world, beyond Oakdale Comp, beyond Blackwood, ‘I Will Survive’ on the radio all the time; a maxim adopted by people the world over. The drummer from The Who dies

  from drugs. More victims of the Yorkshire Ripper are found. The Times closes for months during strike action. Callaghan out. Thatcher in. Disco fever. ‘Do Ya Think I’m

  Sexy?’ Ten minutes until home time.
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  The elevator doors close and I press the button for the ground floor. The interior is mirrored and my reflection stares back at me. The skinny pale man with the holdall again.

  The shaven head. The black eyes.




  I turn to my left and he’s there, and to the right also. The mirrors reflect one another, my image repeated on and on into infinity. Dozens of me in all directions. Dozens of Richards

  staring back blankly. My stomach flexes nervously and nauseously at the thought of what I am about to do.




  What am I about to do?




  I don’t even know. Maybe nothing.




  Maybe I’ll just suck it up. Maybe I’ll walk around the block, look in some shop windows, maybe stroll in the park before going back to my room, realize that I don’t have a key

  and then go back down to reception to find a porter to let me back in, where I’ll take a shower, change my clothes, drink some tea and then wait for James to knock on my door so that we can

  go downstairs together and get in the car that will drive us straight to Heathrow Terminal 4.




  But the wheels are already in motion. Different wheels. I’ve packed my bags, locked the room and I’ve walked away. I am walking away right now. I’m going to miss the flight to

  America. I’m going to screw it up again. I’m going to fuck up the itinerary for the next two weeks. Those dozens of interviews, all those hotel bookings -they’ll all have to be

  cancelled. James will be pissed off. Everyone will be pissed off.




  I’m going to let everyone down again.




  I’m going to let everyone down again and the thing is I know I am going to do this before it has even happened. For once I am in control of things. I have the power to stop it, but I

  can’t bring myself to. So perhaps I don’t have that power at all. Maybe I’m even weaker than I think.




  Either way, I can’t do it.




  People who are sound asleep in their beds this very moment in London, New York and Los Angeles are unaware that they are about to have their lives inconvenienced over the coming days. People in

  Boston and Chicago and Blackwood too. Only I know it because I am that inconvenience. All this fleetingly gives me a strange flicker of excitement – the notion that this mystery, this mess,

  will unfold as and how I choose.




  My mess.




  The phone call to Mum last night was the hardest thing I have ever had to do but even now, a few hours later, it already seems an age ago and a dark night like a prison sentence has passed since

  then.




  Trying to tell your parents that something is wrong, that something within you is rotten, is the hardest thing in the world. Parents have such high hopes for their children and it is they who

  feel the responsibility for their children’s happiness, even into adulthood. I’ve been blessed with parents who care, who taught me, protected me and encouraged me and all I have given

  them is worry and despair and sleepless nights.




  They can’t not have looked inward at themselves when they’ve seen me lying in a hospital bed with self-inflicted wounds, or held my hand in a twelve-step meeting; they

  can’t not have blamed themselves at some point.




  So really what I’m about to do is for them.




  I’m doing it for them because I have put them through so much already. I’m doing it so they no longer have to feel guilty. So they can absolve themselves of all responsibility. So

  that they can finally realize that this mess is my mess.




  Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, Edwards.




  But it’s true.




  Whatever.




  It’ll stop them suffering. It’ll stop them worrying.




  Bollocks. This will just make this worse and you know it. Selfish bastard.




  Don’t.




  You selfish cunt.




  Honestly. I just want to break away from everything. I just know I need to get away for a while.




  ‘For a while?’ What will that prove?




  I don’t know.




  I’ll tell you what it will prove. Nothing. It’ll just get everyone worried again. More worry, more expense. It’ll get you in hospital again. The clinic. The health farm. The

  papers. They’ll just think you’re bluffing.




  I’m not, though.




  I don’t give a fuck. They’ll say you’re doing it to promote your shitty new album.




  Shut up – that’s not true.




  Yes it is, and you know it. Just like when you cut yourself for the photographers.




  That was heartfelt.




  Bullshit.




  It’s not. It’s not bullshit.




  Well go on, then, if you’re going to do it. Be a man for once in your life.




  I will, then.




  Go on, then. Stop all this bullshit attention-seeking and prove it to me. Prove it to yourself.




  Maybe I will.




  You won’t.




  The lift judders to a halt, the bell rings and the doors swish open. I step away from the infinite version of my ugly self and walk across the lobby.
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  You’re eating your dinner on your lap and watching ITN News At 545. You can still hear the voice now: ‘Death in IRA hunger strikes.’




  Pictures of Bobby Sands flicker across the screen. Emaciated, translucent, defiant. Bobby Sands as a younger man. Bobby Sands’ arrest photo. Bobby Sands on his self-made Maze

  death-bed.




  Dead after sixty-six days without food.




  Sixty-six days.




  They call it ‘suicide’.




  Dad shaking his head, Mum sighing. She’s seeing the human side of it, as are you.




  Even at fourteen you know this is beyond ‘The Troubles’ you don’t yet fully understand, beyond politics. But you know that this is what integrity means. This is conviction.

  This is control.




  This death matters, you think. This death means something. Fourteen years old and you already know. You know. This death spells conviction. This death spells control.




  The human body as a weapon. Once witnessed, never forgotten.




  May 5th. 1981.
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  As I walk across the empty lobby of this 4-star rated hotel with my head down (‘with the charm of Notting Hill, the elegance of the Royal Kensington Gardens and all the

  buzz of the vibrant city of London, this is a comfortable, relaxing base, whether you are exploring London as a tourist or visiting the city on business’) I can’t help thinking

  I’ve unintentionally left something important behind.




  I glide like an apparition across the carpet, through the glass doors that part as I approach them and out to the cold London morning. Adjusting the holdall over my shoulder, I pull up my hood

  and head straight to the hotel’s small car park. I go to the car, the band’s communally-bought Cavalier that only I am legally insured to drive, unlock it, throw my bag onto the back

  seat and in one fluid movement start the engine, rev it, reverse out of my space, look left, look right and pull out onto the Bayswater Road.




  Don’t look back.




  I won’t.




  I mean it. If you look back you’ll change your mind.




  I reach for the rear-view mirror and tilt it off to the left so that everything behind me – the hotel and, beyond that, central London – stays there. It stays there as I move away

  from it, fiddling with the heater to get a bit of warm air circulating.




  It’s only then that I realize I haven’t got a clue as to where I am going.




  Not a clue.
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  James and Nick see it first, late one Friday night. A repeat of some regional arts show that Tony Wilson from Factory Records used to host, called So It Goes. (You

  recognize the title as being cribbed from the key lines of Slaughterhouse-Five.) It’s on again on Channel 4 as part of some ‘Ten Years of Punk’ celebration.




  — Here, watch this. It’s amazing.




  James has taped it and passed it on to you. It’s an hour of footage from 1976 and 1977 of all the key movers of punk, a scene you only saw in the newspaper and in those two lowly punks

  at Oakdale. You have vague memories of seeing some local news footage of some scary-looking band called the Sex Pistols having their show cancelled, but that’s about it. You were too

  young, and up until now there’s been too much new music to get into, so why bother with the old stuff? Especially when the few punks you see around town are glue-sniffing wankers with

  terrible, terrible hair.




  But you watch it and you have an epiphany. Some of it – the bands you’re already aware of like Siouxsie Sioux or The Jam – leave you a little cold, but some of it (most of

  it) makes the hairs on your neck stand on end. Sex Pistols, The Clash, Buzzcocks, Joy Division, Iggy Pop. It’s both ugly and beautiful. Inept and dazzling. Basic but visionary. Within each

  performance there are bum notes, broken strings and furious, almost violent, intent. And each band looks amazing. Cheap, but amazing.




  Watching it, it is as if your television is breaking out into a sweat and it has taken this insight into the past to show you the future. After this moment you become enamoured with punk:

  what it was, what went wrong with it, and why it could still have value now.




  When you return the VHS to James he and Nicky have already been into Cardiff and bought Never Mind The Bollocks and the first two Clash albums. Nicky has cut his hair and James has

  ripped the sleeves of his old T-shirts.




  Your lives have been changed.




  It’s easy and as sudden as that.
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  At a little after seven the traffic isn’t too heavy. I turn on the heater and the radio for the warmth and distraction.




  Noise bursts forth from the speakers: a gaggle of cartoon voices, comedy effects and sycophantic giggles. The jingles tells me that it is that twat with the ’tache, Steve Wright In The

  Morning on Radio 1. The nation’s favourite station.




  People are actually able to listen to this mindless crap in the morning?




  I turn the dial to Radio 4 and crank the heater up a notch.




  The bus station in the rain; slate sheets tumble noisily. Nick is off playing football and James is late. There are three lists in your pocket: one for you, one for James and the NME

  Writers 100 Best Albums of All Time list, torn from last week’s paper.




  You sink into your coat, check your watch then look up to see James running around the corner, guitar case in his hand, then, seconds behind him, from the other direction, the bus turning

  into the road. The reliable Red & White service of South Wales. You turn to him, smile and wave. He doesn’t wave back, merely digs in deep and runs faster, his hard case clattering

  off his legs. Trench coat and combat boots. He’s always late. James, always running. He’ll be the new Ovett, that one.
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  The bus pulls into its stand. The doors hiss open and the queue nudges forward. Then he’s at your side, gasping but trying not to appear breathless.




  — Late again, Bradders?




  — On time, I’d say, he shrugs, cracking that sideways smile.




  He smoothes his hair back, rifles in his pockets for change.




  — So are we going to fucking stand here all day or what, Edwards?




  Funny fucker. Cool fucker.




  — Come on then, Strummer . . .




  You edge forward, pay the man, then move down the aisle to the back seat, the windows steaming up with the hot breath of Saturday-morning shoppers. The doors close with a sigh, then

  you’re reversing through a three-point turn and out the station, first taking a right, then the next left for the first exit to Cardiff. All packed in like sardines in the hourly Red

  & White.




  — No Sean, then?




  — Still in bed.




  James writes his name in the condensation on the window with a finger.




  — Do much last night?




  — Brandy and a wank, he says.




  You both settle in for the long slow crawl to the city by the bay. It’s a little too early for heavy conversation, especially with this hunger growling in your bellies. Beyond your

  record-buying budget you only have enough for a pasty each, maybe more if James gets lucky with his busking. Gets lucky? You mean gets good. Learns how to sing.




  — Got any new tunes?




  — A couple. I’ve only got five strings, though. I snapped the D.




  — How much do you need?




  — I’ll pay you back.




  Standing in Spillers, the rain drops glistening on your shoulders, your hair matted. Even in here you can hear James barking his way though The Clash’s ‘Stay

  Free’.




  Bless him. He acts like he doesn’t care but deep down he’s fragile, a misfit too. You know you could never do what he does: you don’t have the time, the skills or the

  gumption.




  You’d give him ten out of ten for effort. A high three for finesse.




  The lists then. You unfold the NME writers’ piece. There is lots of the usual stuff listed. Beach Boys, The Beatles. No – you’ve already heard them. Dylan’s

  Highway 61 – maybe. The key punk stuff you’ve already all devoured too. Elvis’ Sun Sessions. James has it already. Dexy’s is more Nick’s bag and you still

  can’t ‘get into’ Kevin Rowland.




  Ditto Weller and The Jam’s All Mod Cons. The modernist who only looks backwards.




  And The Band? Smokey Robinson? The Temptations’ Anthology? Too risky.




  Instead you select two albums you think you’ll like and have been meaning to buy for months: Unknown Pleasures and Marquee Moon. Then you take a risk on the third.

  Swordfishtrombones. You pick it up, flip it, look at the sleeve. Tom Waits looking campy and vaudevillian. The Whistle Test stuff you saw was cool, but what if he’s a

  one-trick pony?




  You stand and you deliberate and you wish the Bunny-men had a new record out. Your eyes scour the wall and stop on the latest Hanoi album. Two Steps From The Move. Mike Monroe looking

  devastating. Simultaneously stupid and hilarious, but fuckable too. His namesake Marilyn meets Candy Darling in a Soho backstreet. No – a Cardiff backstreet. Blank eyes and blow-job lips.

  Hips skinnier than any goth girl.




  — Could I see that one, please? The Hanoi Rocks one.




  The guy with the Crass hair passes it to you. The sleeve is amazing, but they open with a cover of a Creedence Clearwater song. Hmm. Suspect, highly suspect. Creedence are a bit too much like

  the boyos back home’s band of choice for your liking. But still. Five camp Finns tackling a sacred cow. Yeah, why not? It may be worth buying for the cover alone. You can always ditch the

  vinyl and frame the picture.




  So: Joy Division, Television and Hanoi Rocks it is then.




  You check Nick’s list. It is comprised entirely of seven-inch singles.




  The Woodentops. McCarthy. New Order’s ‘The Perfect Kiss’. ‘Barbarism’ by Moz and co. Simple Minds’ ‘Don’t You Forget About Me’. A joke? A

  joke slipped in at your expense? It’s hard to tell with him sometimes. He’s the one paying anyway, so maybe you’ll have the last laugh.




  Darkness on the Edge of Town by ‘The Boss’ for James, as requested. On cassette.




  Outside he’s still barking and thrashing away.




  The inflection is wrong, but you have to hand it to him – he sounds a lot like Strummer. Shame Mick Jones sang that one . . .




  Still he’s got balls as he barks and thrashes and jerks and scares the Saturday shoppers.




  You give the list to the Crass guy and he wanders off to get them.




  He returns, slides them all into a carrier bag, then tots up the total. You hand him the money, then watching you watching James he says:




  — Fucking shit, inne? The silly twat is here every Saturday, giving me a fucking migraine. Going nowhere, he is.




  Barking and thrashing.




  And in that moment you know that you love him because he’s everything that you know you can never be: he’s fearless and you’re fearful. That’s why you get on so

  well.




  Yin and yang.




  You take your change and leave.








  2




  





  ‘And then it started like a guilty thing




  Upon a fearful summons.’




  

    (Hamlet, 1. 1)


  








  CLASSIFIED MACHINE




  The people in Holland Park and Chiswick look healthier, wealthier and more beautiful than in other parts of the capital. That’s the way it is in London; being born and

  raised in the wrong post code can take years off your life. Driving through the city this morning is like passing through the ranks of the British class system within the space of minutes.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg





