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  For JB




  Thank you for the music


  

    





  PROLOGUE




  Friday, 14 January 2005, wasn’t a particularly chilly day – it was a mild 8 degrees Celsius on the bustling London

  streets outside – but the atmosphere inside the stunned press-conference room at the Soho Hotel was as cold as ice. Amid a cacophony of calls from the waiting journalists and a blizzard of

  camera flashes, the three men hurriedly made their way from the room, having just delivered the worst news of two of their young lives.




  The door closed behind them. For the first time in three years, there was only silence. How to find the words to say goodbye?




  They didn’t even try. Matt and James made their way, glumly, to the car park. It was grey concrete all around, as gloomy and as hard and unforgiving as the choices now before them. They

  faced each other, the end of everything written in the slope of their downturned necks, in their downcast eyes.




  They shook hands, formally, but almost immediately Matt flicked his long, dark fringe – styled just on the one side in the emo fashion – out of his eyeliner-ringed eyes and pulled

  James into a massive hug. This wasn’t the time for being cool.




  This was the end.




  James hugged him back, hard. He’d never thought it would finish like this. He pulled his baseball cap down firmly over his eyes, and slipped silently into the waiting car. The door

  slammed, echoing around the cavernous car park, and the car drove off. Matt couldn’t even bear to watch the tail-lights fade away.




  Which was why he was so surprised when he heard James call his name at the top of his voice.




  ‘Matt!’




  His bandmate ran up to him, the car in which he was supposed to be sitting somehow still in sight in the distance, travelling at speed – and yet James was very much here, now, panting and

  desperate, and clutching a tour programme in his hand. Matt struggled to compute what he was seeing, his forehead furrowed with the effort. James grabbed him and held his arms tight.




  ‘We’ve got to go back!’ he declared vehemently.




  ‘Back?’ echoed Matt. ‘Back where?’




  James paused for a moment – and then delivered the line to end all lines.




  ‘Back – to the future!’




  





  ONE




  Loser Kid




  London, 1999. It was an audition room much like any other. Eager hopefuls thronged the corridors, practising scales with gusto and

  wondering whether today of all days was going to be their lucky one. It was wintertime, and it was the age of the boy band: Westlife, Five and the Backstreet Boys were all riding high in the

  charts. Each of the young lads waiting nervously in that London studio hoped desperately that he, too, could emulate their success by landing a place in this brand-new band.




  One of them was sixteen-year-old James Bourne. He’d brought his guitar with him, as always, and plucked out a melody absentmindedly as he waited his turn to perform – perhaps finding

  the chords of ‘I Want It That Way’ by the Backstreet Boys, which had hit number one back in May, a song from Green Day’s classic album Dookie, or something by his idol

  Michael Jackson.




  Michael Jackson was the reason he was here, really. When James had discovered him, aged six, thanks to a tip-off in the lyric of a Bart Simpson record, it was a life-changing moment. Before

  then, he hadn’t had music in his life; though, according to his mum, he’d had a rather maddening habit of bursting into song in his pushchair as a toddler.




  Discovering Michael Jackson changed everything. Everything. Dangerous, Bad – these albums became his cornerstones, and, after seeing Jackson live at Wembley, James had

  only one ambition in life: he was going to learn to play Michael Jackson songs if it killed him.




  It very nearly did. James was a determined child, having inherited his father’s can-do attitude, which had seen Peter Bourne succeed as a self-made man running his own sales business. When

  James was offered the chance to learn an instrument at his preparatory school, Alleyn Court in Southend-on-Sea, he grabbed the guitar with both hands and played it till his fingers bled –

  literally.




  His perseverance paid off. It may have taken a few years, but he got there in the end; and discovered a talent not only for playing Michael Jackson songs but for writing music, too. And he loved

  performing. Aged ten, he’d taken part in a local production of the musical Oliver! and found that, like the lead character, he wanted more. An open audition for the West End

  production followed, and James had spent two happy years living it up at the London Palladium, playing first Kipper in Fagin’s gang, and then the starring role of Oliver himself.




  But you can’t remain a child star for ever, and James didn’t want to. As he’d grown up, his music tastes had broadened too: he loved Green Day, and the cheekiness of Robbie

  Williams’s lyrics. Soon, he’d formed his own band, Sic Puppy, and was writing original material. Aged thirteen, at his new school, the Morgan Academy of Performing Arts, he’d met

  an amazing girl, an aspiring actress called Kara Tointon, who was now his girlfriend. Life was pretty good – and he was hoping this audition was going to make it even better.




  Soon enough, James was called in to do his best. He went nervously into the audition room, barely noticing a brown-haired boy, also with a guitar, who was waiting his turn, too. All his

  attention was focused on the powers-that-be who were seated behind the desk. One of them was a confident American man by the name of Richard Rashman, of Prestige Management.




  Little did James know it, but that man was about to change his life.




  But not by casting him in this particular pop band. James was turned down. He got a no.




  So did the brown-haired boy.




  Sometimes, when one door closes, an even better one opens.




  A little over a year later, in early 2001, there was a knock on the door of James’s parents’ house in Southend. James, hearing it, started to make his way

  downstairs from the top-floor bedroom he shared with his brother Nick, who was eighteen months younger than he was. They were very different, but they got on like a house on fire. The younger of

  James’s brothers, Chris, was more like him, but, with a decade between them in age, it would be a few years yet before they could make music together. Sister Melissa, three years older than

  Chris, completed the Bourne siblings.




  James pulled open the door. He was dressed casually in a pair of pale corduroy trousers and a Mambo T-shirt, with a surfer-style cap balanced on his thick blond hair – all likely sourced

  from his favourite Southend surf shop, Exile. He was seventeen years old, and currently attending college, studying a music-technology course that was teaching him how to produce his own tracks. In

  his spare time, he wrote songs – and dreamed of the day when he could quit college and join a band. Maybe, just maybe, the person who had knocked on the door would be the answer to his

  prayers.




  But the person on his doorstep was too busy taking in the impressive façade of the huge house with the stunning sea view to answer to anything, even his name – Matt Willis or, as he

  was more commonly known then, Mathew Sargeant, the surname being that of his mother’s new husband, Brian. Matt grew up on the wrong side of the tracks in Molesey (a town in well-to-do Surrey,

  but Matt lived in the dodgy bit), where his mum Linda worked in pubs and his dad, Kevin Willis, made a living working in a factory. Linda and Kevin had met in a working men’s club in the

  1970s, had Matt’s brother, Darren, in 1981, and then Matt came along in May 1983. Money was tight – which made James’s house such an eye-opener to the seventeen-year-old Matt

  – but love was plentiful, both from his parents, even after they split up when Matt was three years old, and from his extended family. One of his earliest memories was of his aunt and uncle

  playing him Elvis videos; something about the charismatic swagger, musical talent and sheer star quality of the King of Rock and Roll had him hooked, though it would be years before he acted on his

  natural affinity for showmanship.




  In the meantime, there were rules to be broken and games to be played. Matt was a mischief maker from the word go; by the time he was ten he had broken twenty-eight bones in his body, mostly

  from dangerous jumps from trees and high walls. Not for nothing was his mum’s nickname for him ‘Fidget’. He would fidget in lessons, too, which led to his leaving one school for

  another, a reputation as a troublemaker trailing in his wake.




  It was a couple of other well-known troublemakers who would open the door to a whole new life for him, though. One night, Matt and his family were down the pub and there was a karaoke night on.

  His mum urged him to take the mic, having never heard him sing before. Her request was for Marti Pellow and the dulcet tones of Wet Wet Wet’s ‘Love Is All Around’, but Matt was

  never one to follow instructions. Instead, he performed the Gallagher brothers’ ‘Don’t Look Back in Anger’, his voice rasping impressively above the din in the pub, making

  people pay attention. Afterwards, a local songwriter came up to Matt and asked him to record one of the writer’s songs for him; that done, without Matt’s knowledge, he sent the demo to

  the Sylvia Young Theatre School, where there was a scholarship up for grabs.




  The Sylvia Young Theatre School had a reputation that had reached even the working-class streets of Molesey – though it didn’t necessarily have alumni that would appeal to the

  rebellious young Mathew Sargeant. Spice Girl Emma Bunton and pop princess Billie Piper were both former students, it wasn’t quite the rock roots that Matt was starting to cultivate. He had a

  passion for Green Day by then, and a band of his own called Sabotage, who diligently covered Green Day songs – albeit without ever performing a single gig. Besides which, Sylvia Young was

  based in Marylebone, London, and was an independent fee-paying school. There was no way someone like Matt could afford to go there.




  Encouraged by his mum, he nonetheless went to the audition that the songwriter had secured for him. But it was to no avail: the scholarship went elsewhere. Then, unexpectedly, Sylvia Young

  herself phoned the family and made them a generous offer: if Matt agreed to go on her agency books – through which he could audition for TV shows, adverts and the like – he could pay

  his school fees using his earnings. It was an extraordinary opportunity, and one that Matt embraced with all the enthusiasm a cool dude with a passion for rock can visibly demonstrate.




  As it happened, his cool vibe stood him in good stead, landing him lots of jobs to help pay his way through theatre school – even if he did always end up cast as the drug dealer in

  programmes such as Casualty and The Bill. His success enabled him to knuckle down and enjoy his schooldays – in more ways than one. With a ratio of five boys to twenty-four

  girls in his class, Matt had a field day breaking hearts, including that of a certain Amy Winehouse, an aspiring singer who fancied him something rotten. Matt, however, seemed to have eyes only for

  his dance teacher, the elfin-faced Ms Michelle Blair, though his affections were never requited.




  But music was his first love, and in March 2000, not long after that failed band audition for Prestige Management, an album that changed his life was released in the UK: Blink-182’s

  Enema of the State, which boasted class-act tracks such as ‘All the Small Things’ and ‘Adam’s Song’ – iconic anthems about authentic adolescent life.

  Matt had found what he wanted to do for the rest of his life: form a band and make music. Really, he wanted to be in Blink-182, but it looked as if they were doing pretty well without him. So now

  his only problem was finding the ideal bandmates with whom he could make his dreams come true. But how was he going to find them among his high-kicking, jazz-handing peers at Sylvia Young?




  Richard Rashman was the answer. Prestige Management’s Rashman had been impressed with both James and Matt at that unsuccessful audition in winter 1999. While neither had been right for

  that band, he could see they both had talent, and encouraged them to keep at it, particularly with their songwriting. He stayed in touch with them both throughout that following year of 2000, and

  eventually had the brainwave of connecting them with each other. And so it came to be that early in 2001, Matt Willis stood on the doorstep of James Bourne’s house in Southend, wondering if

  they might just be able to make some music together.




  ‘Come in,’ said James, and he opened the door wide.




  He led Matt into his parents’ dining room, where a piano was set up next to an imposing eight-track home recording studio. James, like Matt, was a jobbing actor from time to time and had

  just blown almost his entire £2,000 fee from a recent job on the new equipment. Matt couldn’t help but be impressed with the set-up.




  And he was even more impressed when James started playing him some of the tracks he’d been working on, including an original song called ‘Living Without Your Love’. The two

  boys had recognised each other a bit when James had first opened the door, perhaps from that failed band audition, but also from other gigs and acting auditions. Now, Matt recognised a kindred

  spirit.




  There were some other introductions to make. James had just recently started working with a couple of other Rashman-connected musicians: Ki Fitzgerald, who lived in Kent, and Owen Doyle, from

  Birmingham. The four of them decided to try to work together as a band, at first under the somewhat dubious name of the Termites. Rashman kept a close eye on their burgeoning progress and, on 15

  March 2001, each of the boys signed a management deal with Prestige. It was an exciting time, particularly when, the very next day, the band went in for a meeting with Sony. It didn’t come to

  anything, but the executive they saw was encouraging and it gave them hope that, with a bit of hard work, they might just have something.




  Matt and James hit it off immediately. They literally just sat down together and started writing songs; their partnership came that naturally. The first song they wrote together was a little

  ballad called ‘Sleeping with the Light On’, but others soon followed over the next few months. ‘Living Without Your Love’ evolved into a track called ‘Psycho

  Girl’. And when they penned ‘What I Go to School For’, about Matt’s crush on his dance instructor at Sylvia Young, Ms Blair – though they changed her name to Miss

  Mackenzie – they knew they had something really special. So special, in fact, that James found the courage to quit his college course at Easter, even without a firm record deal in place. It

  was a brave step, but he believed in both himself and in the music.




  The Termites was not a band name that you could believe in, though, and all four members were keen to change it. Rumours abound about where the name ‘Busted’ came from: some say it

  was Rashman, others the boys themselves, others still that it was the former Spice Girl Geri Halliwell who coined it, when she mispronounced the name ‘Buster’ as ‘Busted’

  after Ki’s sister had called her on an MTV phone-in, to tell her about her brother’s new band. However it came about, from April 2001, ‘Busted’ was the name of the band

  – and they were on their way.




  James wasn’t the only one taking the band seriously. From summer 2001, Matt pretty much moved into James’s family home in Southend in order to focus on the music they were making; at

  first just crashing on James’s bedroom floor – until he was there so often that Peter and Maria Bourne insisted on getting him a proper bed. He and James would write and sing together

  all the time, gathered round the piano in the downstairs dining room. As well as honing the songs they’d already written – with James sharing his enthusiasm for Backstreet Boys’

  pop classics – they were still coming up with original material too. One day, they channelled James’s obsessive love of the 1985 film Back to the Future into musical form with

  a track called ‘Year 3000’.




  Matt became like a new Bourne brother to Chris, Melissa and Nick, and, when Nick received his GCSE exam results during that golden summer, Matt assumed responsibility for teaching him how to

  celebrate. Nick later told journalist Peter Robinson, ‘[Matt] had a massive party for me in my house. He poured loads of different things in a jug and we drank it. The first time I ever got

  drunk was with Matt.’




  With James, too, Matt was fond of a bevy or two. In the book Busted, he recalls of that summer, ‘I think to be honest that James and I were pissed almost all the time.’ They

  were going out to the local student union bars in Southend and enjoying the cheap beer – which made a nice change for Matt, who was used to paying over the odds to opportunists who saw a

  chance to exploit underage drinkers. He told Digital Spy in 2006 about his experiences as a teenager in Surrey: ‘You’d meet this one person, who’d have his car, and in

  his boot were loads of bottles of cider, and they’d be like seven pounds each. Seven pounds for a bottle of cider! Cost him three pounds, but he’d be like, “I’m eighteen,

  you’re twelve, what are you going to do about it?”’ Matt smoked, too – cigarettes and cannabis, which he’d started taking at the age of thirteen – yet this haze

  of booze and drugs certainly didn’t seem to hinder his creativity. In fact, his and James’s partnership just seemed to get better and better.




  In August 2001, Busted stepped up to their biggest challenge yet: recording a demo at a London studio. The four boys decamped to the capital to take up temporary residence at the

  InterContinental hotel on Park Lane. As they walked through the grand lobby, with its cool marble floor reflecting the shimmering chandeliers above, they allowed themselves to dream that maybe one

  day they would belong in this luxury world. All it needed was for the demo to work; all they needed was a break.




  They couldn’t wait to hear the finished tracks.




  They waited . . . and waited. August turned to September, and there was still no sign of the finished demo tapes. The boys had been signed to Prestige since March; they’d been working

  together since January; and they still felt no further forward than at the start of the year. James in particular – who had broken up with his beloved Kara and was worried that he’d

  quit college for what seemed to be a floundering band – felt the disappointment sharply. He wrote in Busted that, before his eighteenth birthday in September 2001, ‘It suddenly

  struck me that I had nothing . . . I was pinning everything on a band that would prob-ably never even get off the ground. I had a terrible, sinking feeling.’ He continued:




  

    

      One night, when my anxiety became too much to bear, I sat down with my mum and we tried to find the answers to my problems. It had just gone 11 p.m. and I asked my mum,

      ‘Am I stupid to dream that this band is going to take off?’ She looked at me, and grasped my hand, and answered, ‘It’ll happen, James. You’ll make it

      happen.’


    


  




  James started to wonder what more he could do to make the band succeed; and he began to think that maybe Richard Rashman wasn’t the man to make it happen for him. They’d had a crisis

  meeting in June about the lack of progress, which had prompted the demo recordings, but now they were back at square one – and still with nothing to show for all the months of hard work.




  Cracks were beginning to show within the band, though. Matt and James, always a tight unit, longed to explore the rock-oriented route that they loved in bands such as Blink-182 and Green Day,

  but Owen hankered after a more traditional boy-band format. The situation was untenable. Something had to give.




  On Wednesday, 3 October 2001, the boys faxed Rashman to terminate their management agreement with him. He didn’t feel the sacking was justified and immediately phoned them to discuss the

  matter. Nothing was resolved that day but, on the Thursday, Rashman caught up with Matt on his mobile, as he was travelling to Southend to see James. Matt told him that he didn’t want to

  continue working with Owen and Ki any more, but he was still interested in being represented by Rashman. Meanwhile, in Southend, Rashman’s associate, the talented musician and artist manager

  Matthew ‘Fletch’ Fletcher, called on James to discuss the falling-out too.




  Fletch and James had known each other for a while by this time. The two of them had written music together and James respected Fletch’s opinion. If Fletch thought it was worthwhile giving

  Rashman another go, it was. Simple as that. Matt and James discussed it together and told Rashman that they were interested in being represented by him as a twosome only. They wanted to try working

  together to create something new, rather than continuing with the old band. On Monday, 8 October, the old Busted disbanded.




  Yet James and Matt didn’t want to be just a two-piece. How many successful male double acts were there? The Everly Brothers? Wham? PJ and Duncan? None of them were quite as cool as

  Blink-182. A double act wouldn’t give them the rock edge they were yearning for.




  There was only one thing for it. They’d have to audition for new members of the band. A tiny ad was taken out in the hallowed pages of the New Musical Express (NME) and

  the Stage that very same month. Fletch, Rashman, James and Matt were on the hunt for the boys’ perfect match. And there was one young man who was hoping he was just what they were

  looking for.




  His name was Tom Fletcher, and he was just about as nervous as you could be before an audition, even though he was actually extremely experienced for one of so few years – he’d just

  turned sixteen that past July. Tom was born in 1985 into a house full of music: his dad Bob played guitar and sang in a covers band, and Tom first picked up a guitar at the age of five. Later, he

  learned piano, too, and the first track he mastered was a Backstreet Boys song. His mum, Debbie, worked in a video store when Tom was a kid, prompting a lifelong love of movies in her son; she then

  became a teaching assistant while he was still at school. Both his parents certainly assisted Tom and his younger sister Carrie in anything they wanted to do. And what Tom wanted to do, more than

  anything, was perform – just like Michael Jackson, who was his absolute idol.




  A stint of sessions at the Saturday-morning performing-arts school Stagecoach saw him spotted by a teacher at a local full-time theatre school, and from there Tom moved on to a place he felt he

  truly could call home: the Sylvia Young Theatre School. Like the rest of the kids there, he went out regularly to audition for shows, and, when he was ten, a big one came up: Oliver! in

  the West End. Guess what? He first landed the part of Kipper – and then went on to play the lead role of Oliver. He must have missed James by just a couple of years.




  Sylvia Young certainly gave him the time of his life – and introduced him to a girl he was pretty sure was the love of his life, too. One morning in assembly, when he was thirteen, a

  pretty new girl with Italian good looks walked into the school hall and lit up his world. Fate was on his side: her surname was Falcone, which meant the teacher directed her to sit next to Mr

  Fletcher. She walked over and knocked him for six with a megawatt smile.




  ‘Hi, I’m Giovanna, but you can call me Gi.’




  Tom didn’t miss a beat. ‘Hi, I’m Tom, but you can call me T.’




  That was the start of it, but it was nowhere near the end. Going out by the end of that fateful day, they broke up two days later, got back together, and then broke up again when Tom’s

  time at Sylvia Young’s came to an end in the summer of 2001. Waiting nervously outside the audition room at the Pineapple Dance Studios in Covent Garden that October morning, Tom wondered

  what Gi would say to him now. She always seemed to be able to inspire him. But, for the moment at least, she wasn’t his to call on. He was going to have to win this one by himself.




  He fidgeted with his audition number, 35, which was pinned to his loose-fitting grey sweatshirt, and tweaked his slickly gelled blond hair. Looking around at the 200-odd musicians who were all

  clearly there to try their luck, he was somewhat relieved to spot a familiar face from school. It was Matt Willis. He’d been a couple of years ahead of Tom and Tom had always been a bit

  intimidated by him – Matt was one of the cool kids, a rebel, and cautious Tom was anything but that – but auditions were a great equaliser. They were probably both nervous as hell; it

  would be good to share the pain.




  ‘Hi, mate, you auditioning?’ Tom asked, in a friendly way.




  Matt shook his head, his hair – gelled into crazy spikes and strobed with one blond streak on the right-hand side – not moving an inch. ‘No, I’m in the band.’




  Tom’s heart sank as the confident Matt strode away, his eyes coolly assessing the auditionees lining the corridor, as far away from Tom as he had been in school. Matt wasn’t going to

  want someone like Tom in his band. I might as well go home, thought Tom. I’m not getting in this.




  It was his mum who persuaded him to stay. And, as the clock hit 10.30 a.m., the tryouts began. Tom walked into the audition room. There were Fletch and Rashman, from the band’s management

  – they already had management, how cool was that? – and a kid he didn’t know, who introduced himself as James Bourne. Then there was Matt. Tom swallowed hard, and decided to put

  his insecurities to one side. He slung his black-and-grey guitar strap around his neck and went for it. He’d prepared Garth Brooks’s ‘The Dance’ – a moody, atmospheric

  country ballad – and also BBMak’s ‘Back Here’. He got the chance to show off his piano skills, too, when another boy needed some accompaniment for his audition: Tom

  confidently played a Backstreet Boys track as his rival crooned his heart out. By the end of the day, Tom was down to the last four.




  But he had some hot competition in that final four, most notably from six-foot-two guitarist Charlie Simpson. Tom didn’t know it at that stage, but, from the moment Fletch had seen Charlie

  coming through the door, he was a frontrunner. As James recalled in Busted, ‘Fletch came up to us at the start and said, “I’ve just seen this guy at the door. He’s

  exactly what we need.”’




  And Charlie certainly fitted the bill. As well as being tall, he had model good looks to die for, with chiselled cheekbones that could cut through glass and a pair of dark bushy eyebrows that

  framed his beautiful brown eyes perfectly. (He was, in fact, soon to be signed to the top modelling agency Models 1, which represented the supermodels Twiggy and Linda Evangelista, among others.)

  That day, he was wearing flared blue jeans and a light-blue shirt with a sharp collar, with his audition number, 27, pinned to his chest. He looked hot. And he soon proved he wasn’t just a

  pretty face. As well as being a talented vocalist, with a rocky drawl of a voice which sounded iconic from the moment he opened his mouth, he could play the guitar like a dream – and the

  drums as well. As Matt put it in Busted, ‘We thought he’d been sent from heaven.’




  Not quite heaven – but not far off. Charlie was a sixteen-year-old student at the very grand Uppingham School in Rutland, an exclusive boarding school, which was, at that time, for boys

  only, and which had been founded in 1584. It boasted the kind of plush grounds that would have blown Matt’s mind, had he known about them. The golden stone of the main school house was dotted

  with historic mullioned windows, and Uppingham also had its own private Victorian-era chapel and 120 acres of land. Fees in 2014 for a single term ran to over £10,000.




  But, blessed though Charlie was with financial security, money didn’t rock his world. Music did. From the age of seven, he’d been a rock-music nut, taking inspiration from his older

  brothers Will and Edd, who introduced him to bands such as Metallica and Guns N’ Roses. On 7 June 1995 – his tenth birthday – he was given his first electric guitar, and he never

  looked back. Several bands followed: his first, Natural Disasters, was formed when he was twelve, but he also played in Fubar, Manhole and Spleen. At Uppingham, he met an inspirational music

  teacher, Alexis French, who urged him to follow his dreams, telling Charlie, ‘You’ve got what it takes. Forget school and go for it.’




  Which was how he found himself down to the last four in the auditions for the final places in Busted; not that he knew at that stage what the band were called. The name was not revealed till a

  second audition a couple of days later, when Tom, Charlie and the others joined Matt, James and the management at the InterContinental on Park Lane. Matt and James played the boys ‘What I Go

  to School For’, and the hopefuls took turns singing it with them. Tom felt brave enough to showcase one of his own tracks, ‘I’m in Love with a Whore’. It wasn’t quite

  McCartney-level brilliance, but it made everyone laugh, and Tom started to think that he might be in with a chance – even more so when he and James got chatting and realised that, as well as

  sharing a love of Michael Jackson and Back to the Future, and the lead role in Oliver! in the West End, they’d actually worked on some other shows together when they were

  much, much younger. Surely it must be fate?




  It was. That same night, Tom and Charlie got a phone call from Richard Rashman. They were in the band. Could they come down to the studio the following week?




  As October 2001 drew to a close, the new Busted – James Bourne, Matt Willis, Charlie Simpson and Tom Fletcher – met in a recording studio in London to start work on the rest of their

  lives.




  Afterwards, the band headed to a fast-food restaurant to celebrate. They were just four teenagers, after all. Tom remembered that day clearly in the ITV documentary Fearne and McBusted:

  ‘We all went to Burger King afterwards and were like, “This is it, we’re a band, this is the band.” And we swapped phone numbers with each other, and I was like,

  “These are my bandmates, it’s really cool.” I said goodbye to Charlie on the Tube and I was like, “See you around, bandmate.”’




  Tom headed home and helped his family prepare for a huge Hallowe’en party they were hosting in the next day or so. Tom had told everyone his news, so, when the party started, all the

  guests were high-fiving him as he excitedly made his way through the crowd. In the midst of all this celebration, the phone rang. It was Richard Rashman.




  Tom took the call upstairs. He recalled the momentous phone conversation in the McFly book Unsaid Things, and how Rashman’s American drawl had hammered home each word:

  ‘Hello, Tom. So we’ve been talking . . . and we’ve decided to keep the band as a trio. So we’re really sorry, but we’re keeping it as Matt, Charlie and James.

  You’re not going to be in the band.’




  Later, on the TV music channel The Vault, Matt would try to explain the situation: ‘Tom was never really necessarily in the band; we were trying things out and Tom was around at that

  period of time. I don’t think he was ever truly . . . I think our management had told him he was in the band but we had never told him he was in the band. It was for like one day,

  and then he suddenly wasn’t – which is awful.’




  ‘Awful’ didn’t really cover it. Tom sat with the phone cradled against his ear. Rashman was still talking, trying to soften the blow by complimenting Tom’s songwriting

  and saying how he wanted to stay in touch, but Tom knew it was just lip service. He hung up the phone and sat there in his bedroom, the noise of the Hallowe’en party coming up through the

  floor.




  This was the worst trick-or-treat ever. Tom sat as still as a statue, as the ghosts of his dreams floated far, far away.




  





  TWO




  Can’t Break Through




  Click!




  The camera flash fired as the shot was taken, momentarily blinding the three boys, who were crouched in an awkward pose in the bathroom of their hotel room. It was the new Busted’s first

  ever photoshoot, and it was a DIY job with a disposable camera. They’d figured the lighting was better in the loo, but, when the results came back from Snappy Snaps, even they had to admit

  that their music was clearly superior to their photography skills.




  Yet the dodgy snaps couldn’t dent their enthusiasm for working together. Matt, in particular, was over the moon about the line-up, saying in Busted, ‘Charlie’s

  audition was perfect, and I still think to this day [July 2003] that if he hadn’t been at that audition, we wouldn’t have accepted anyone else.’ Eat your heart out, Tom

  Fletcher.




  The new band were professional from the start, that first photoshoot aside. Their first job was to get a demo together that they could send to record companies, so Matt, Charlie and James

  visited Steve Robson’s studio to lay down some tracks, recording ‘What I Go to School For’, ‘Psycho Girl’ and another song called ‘She Knows’.

  Rashman’s plan was to take them round the record companies in January 2002 – but, unexpectedly, they found they had strong interest from a leading A&R man well before then.




  Robson’s manager, Sarah Vaughan, was at that time also an A&R administrator for the record label BMG, headed by Simon Cowell, who was just starting to make headlines of his own as a

  ‘Mr Nasty’ talent judge on ITV’s Pop Idol, which debuted to the British viewing public on 6 October 2001. By the time Sarah put in a request for Cowell to get an early

  look at the new group – a request Rashman granted – he was entertaining up to 7.5 million viewers every week with his caustic comments and unforgettable feedback. This was a man who was

  notoriously not easy to impress. The boys had a tough task ahead of them.




  Their fate was out of their hands as Cowell took the unfinished demo to listen to. Their spirits soared when the A&R exec told Rashman to bring the guys in to see him in January. He was

  seriously interested, and wanted a first look once the band had been together for longer than two weeks.




  The two-week mark since Busted’s formation prompted Rashman to put in another call. He’d been sincere about encouraging Tom Fletcher with his songwriting, and now followed up on his

  promise to stay in touch. He suggested a meeting, for the very next day, so Tom could play him the songs that Rashman presumed he’d been working on over the past fortnight. Tom, who’d

  thought Rashman had been kidding when he’d told him during that horrific phone call that it would be good to see him again in a few weeks’ time, utterly panicked.




  How to rustle up two weeks’ worth of songs in twenty-four hours, particularly when the best song you’d written to date was ‘I’m in Love with a Whore’? It

  wasn’t as if the past two weeks had been filled with song-quality life experiences. Tom had spent most of the time moping around the house feeling sorry for himself, occasionally crying

  himself to sleep at night. Getting into the band had seen his confidence sky-rocket – only for it all to be taken away. He’d gone from feeling as though he could achieve anything to

  having absolutely nothing. And nothing was definitely what he had when Rashman called and asked to hear his latest songs. What songs?




  Still, Tom knew the saying about gift horses and mouths, and he wasn’t about to look at this pony in the wrong way. As soon as he hung up the phone, he whipped out his guitar and got

  cracking. What to write about, what to write about? He had it! ‘Hot Chicks Dot Com’, about the perils of discovering your mum has a profile on a porn site, was the obvious result, along

  with some other songs that have since been confined to the mists of time.




  His meeting with Fletch and Rashman the next day didn’t, unsurprisingly, result in their immediately signing him to a music publishing deal – but they did offer a lot of constructive

  criticism, and proved to him that they were sincere in believing he had talent. Fletch gave him a tip: listen to hit songs and figure out what makes them such smash hits. Well, that was homework?

  Tom threw himself into it with gusto, devouring the hits of Blink-182, Green Day and Limp Bizkit, of the Backstreet Boys and Britney Spears, of Lennon and McCartney alike.




  The Busted boys were being similarly inspired as they spent the winter rehearsing, writing and recording. American Pie 2 had hit cinemas that October and the soundtrack was something

  else. Featuring James and Matt’s favourite bands Blink-182 and Green Day, the album also boasted songs by thirteen other artists, and as a whole the record was explosively good. According to

  Matt in his interview with The Vault channel, ‘the whole band changed overnight’ after listening to that album.




  It was a time of creative freedom and flexibility. The boys revelled in writing about stuff that happened or mattered to them. Bringing in the humour they so loved in Robbie Williams’s

  songs, and the realism that Matt’s other favourite band, Madness, excelled at, the three lads found the songs flying out of them. Charlie came into one writing session with a sad tale of how

  he’d been blown out by a girl, whom he later named in an interview with Newsround Showbiz as Daisy Bell. ‘I crashed and burned,’ he said dejectedly. James’s ears

  pricked up – what an unusual phrase! The boys already had the beginnings of a song about a cocky girl who totally knew how hot she was, and this narrative tied in perfectly. ‘Crash and

  Burn’ was the stomping result of a song. It was immediately added to their demo tape, along with James and Matt’s old favourite on the theme of time travel, ‘Year 3000’.




  Christmas came and went, with the band hoping that Santa was just a few weeks late in delivering the item at the top of their wishlists: a record deal. January 2002 brought such a gift

  tantalisingly within reach, as Rashman and Fletch set up meetings for the guys with record execs at several companies. First up was the by now super-famous Simon Cowell, who was still riding the

  Pop Idol wave, currently cresting at 10 million viewers and counting, despite the fact that everyone knew squeaky-clean stutterer Gareth Gates was going to win.




  Fletch gave a vivid account of their meeting with Cowell in an interview with HR magazine: ‘We’d been told by a songwriter that if he likes something, he plays it through

  twice. The guys played [acoustically], then he asked them to play again. Then he put the CD on and I thought, “We’ve got to be in there.”’




  Maybe they were, maybe they weren’t: Cowell gave nothing away. James recalls of that meeting in Busted, ‘[Cowell] was quite cold before he’d heard our stuff and, as

  you can imagine, we were expecting the worst from him. Then after he’d heard us play, he waited for five seconds – which seemed like the longest time in the world – and said,

  “Actually, I really like it.”’ He put a £1 million record deal on the table.




  OMFG! as the boys might say. A £1 million record deal. But the boys didn’t jump at it straightaway – choosing the right record label required serious consideration. For the

  band, it was always about the music, about a long-term career, not making a quick buck; and it was about the band as a unit. Cowell was talking about maybe bringing in some other members, changing

  the format, switching things about a bit, and the group were not at all sure about his plans. They thought they rocked as they were. Would anyone take them seriously as a trio?




  They still had several other companies to go. Next up was Paul Adam – who’d also had his fair share of fame, as part of the judging panel of ITV’s Popstars – who

  worked at Island Records, part of Universal. Charlie was hopeful about them, as they’d signed the little-known Belgian indie act dEUS, whom Charlie loved.




  It was an unconventional meeting. Paul had just moved offices, and the seating had gone missing in the move, so all six of them – the band, the management and Paul – sat on the floor

  to chat. Yet that lack of formality suited down-to-earth Busted down to the ground. Paul later recalled of the showcase, ‘They performed “What I Go to School For”, “Year

  3000” and “Crash and Burn”. They were such bloody good songwriters and they absolutely blew me away. I wanted to lock the door so they wouldn’t escape and go to any other

  record labels!’
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