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		My heart was born in the long hot summer of 1976; my life was made, my love was sealed, my soul was lost and broken. It was the summer of so many things – heat and violence, love and hate, dreams and nightmares, heaven and hell – and when I look back on it now, it’s hard to tell the good from the bad.

		It was all good and bad.

		Altogether, all at once.

		It was everything.

		It was the summer I turned seventeen. It was the summer that burned for weeks on end, melting the tar on the roads. It was the summer of madness, the summer of punk, the summer of wasted lives …

		It was all these things.

		And more.

		Much more …

		It was the summer of William Bonney.

		William’s story has been with me for almost thirty-five years now, hidden away behind the cross of my heart, and although I don’t have to hide it any more, I can’t start telling it until I’ve told you something about Curtis Ray. Because without Curtis, I would never have met William. In fact, without Curtis, there would never have been a story at all.

	
		2

		I didn’t actually know Curtis Ray when I started at Mansfield Heath School in the autumn of 1970, but I knew who he was. Everyone knew who Curtis was; he was that kind of kid. Although he was still only twelve at the time – a year older than me – he was already known for being different. He was Curtis Ray, the second-year kid with the long blond hair and the bolshy attitude, the hippy kid who wore surf beads and earrings and a black leather jacket, the kid who played electric guitar. He was the kind of boy you either loved or hated – and I’m pretty sure that even those who professed to hate him were secretly a little bit in love with him. And that applied to both the girls and the boys.

		Of course, being a year older than me (and light years beyond my social circle at the time), Curtis wouldn’t have known of my existence. I knew that he existed. I saw him in passing almost every day. But that’s all he could ever be to me – a passing figure in the corridors at school, a reverently whispered name – ‘look, there’s Curtis Ray’ – a boy from another planet.

		However much I dreamed about him – and I don’t mind admitting that I did dream about him – I knew that they were only dreams. He was from another planet. He was cool, hip, rebelliously different. I was just different. He was so good-looking that even the girls who hated his long hair and his hippy music simply couldn’t resist him. I, on the other hand, was generally considered to be ‘not bad-looking … if you like that kind of thing’. And while Curtis seemed to know exactly who he was and what he wanted to be, my early teenage years were spent in a perpetual state of bewilderment. Not only did I have no confidence in myself, I also lacked faith in the sanity and purpose of everything around me. I just couldn’t understand what the world was about, what it was all for, what it was supposed to mean …

		All in all, I was a pretty confused kind of girl. And although Curtis’s girlfriends over the years were both numerous and varied (in age, type, and character), the one thing they all had in common – apart from being beautiful and sexy – was a total absence of confusion. So there was simply no reason for me to believe that Curtis Ray could ever be anything more than a dream to me.

		But on a blue summer’s day in the first week of July 1975, my dream became a reality.

		I’d been playing piano since the age of five, when my mum had taken me along to my first lesson. She’d always wanted to play the piano herself, so she claimed, and it was a constant source of regret to her that she hadn’t had lessons when she was a child.

		‘It’s not too late, Mum,’ I used to tell her. ‘I mean, it’s not like you can only learn when you’re a kid, you know.’

		‘It’s my fingers,’ she’d say. ‘They’re not supple enough any more.’ Or, ‘You know what my headaches are like, darling … I just wouldn’t be able to concentrate.’

		I think the real reason she didn’t want to learn was that she knew it took a lot of hard work and dedication, and the only thing that Mum was dedicated to – apart from her various addictions – was avoiding hard work at all costs. Of course, she was perfectly happy to insist that I practised long and hard at the piano … and I did. But it wasn’t hard work for me, because I enjoyed it. From that very first lesson when I was five years old, I just loved everything about it – the music, the magic, the wonderful world of sounds and songs … melodies, tones, structures, rhythms … it was all so enthralling. And I was good at it too. I wasn’t a virtuoso or anything, but it all came very naturally to me, and by the time I was eight or nine I was already quite accomplished. For my tenth birthday I was given my very own piano – a really nice Bechstein upright, which I still play quite a
			lot now – and I carried on taking lessons and studying for my grades right up until I was almost seventeen. In fact, that’s what I was doing on that hot summer’s day in 1975 – I was in the music room at school, practising one of the pieces I was learning for my Grade 8 piano exam, which I was due to take in a few weeks’ time.

		Mansfield Heath School was a medium-sized public school in Hampstead, North London, where I lived. It was one of the first co-educational public schools in the country. The main school building, built in the seventeenth century, was one of those imposing old redbrick places with turrets and gargoyles and solid oak doors, and it was surrounded by lush green playing fields and ancient trees. The music room was in a small brick annexe building next to the chapel on the other side of the playing fields.

		It was a Friday afternoon, that day, about two o’clock, and I had the room to myself. My music teacher – Mr Pope – let me practise whenever the room was free, and as I had a couple of free periods that afternoon and the room wasn’t being used until three, I’d taken the opportunity to do some work on a particularly tricky passage of the piece that I was studying. So … there I was, alone in the music room, sitting at the piano, playing this passage over and over again, and I was concentrating so hard that I wasn’t aware of the door opening and someone coming in. I just carried on playing. I’d just about got the hang of this problematic passage now, and I wanted to see how the work I’d done on it fitted in with the piece as a whole, so without pausing to rest I went back to the beginning and began playing the entire thing through.

		It was a piece by Debussy, Arabesque No. 1. It’s a wonderful piece of music, as light and dreamy as a perfect summer’s day, and although I was still struggling slightly with some of the more technically difficult sections, that didn’t stop me from losing myself in the beauty of the music whenever I played it. And when I got to the end, and the last quiet chord faded softly into the echoed silence … well, that was always a special thing for me. The sudden hush, the sense of the music floating in the air, the wonder of the melody still playing in my head …

		I always took a quiet moment to savour it.

		But that day, as I was sitting there enjoying the moment, the silence was broken by a soft round of applause from behind me. I turned round quickly, slightly startled, expecting to see Mr Pope, but instead of seeing the grey-bearded face of my music teacher, I saw the smiling face of Curtis Ray.

		‘That was amazing,’ he said, still clapping quietly. ‘Absolutely amazing …’

		I stared at him. He was leaning languidly against the wall by the window on the other side of the room, his piercing blue eyes fixed on mine … and he was smiling at me. I couldn’t believe it. He was Curtis Ray … he was here, with me. He was smiling at me.

		‘It’s Debussy, isn’t it?’ he said.

		‘Sorry?’

		‘The music … the piece you just played, it’s Debussy.’

		‘Oh, yeah …’ I said, still quite dumbstruck. ‘Yeah … the first arabesque.’

		He nodded. ‘It’s really nice.’

		I couldn’t help glancing at the sheet music on the piano then, wondering if that’s how he’d known it was Debussy – by reading it off the title page. But the title page wasn’t showing. And by the time I turned back to him, I was already feeling embarrassed by my condescending assumption that he couldn’t possibly have recognized the music by ear alone.

		‘Sorry,’ I started to say. ‘I didn’t mean –’

		‘You’re Lilibet Garcia, aren’t you?’ he said, pushing himself away from the wall and wandering casually towards me.

		‘Lili,’ I told him.

		‘Don’t you like being called Lilibet?’

		‘Would you?’

		He smiled. ‘I’m Curtis Ray.’

		If the term duh! had been around then, I would have said it … or, at least, I would have thought it. But these were pre-duh! days, and I had to be content with thinking sarcastically to myself, ‘No, really? Curtis Ray? I’d never have guessed …’

		Actually, come to think of it, sarcasm was probably the last thing on my mind just then, and I probably didn’t think anything duh!-like at all. I was too embarrassed, for one thing. Embarrassed by the tingling feelings in my heart, by my inability to stop staring at Curtis, by the sudden realization that while he was looking as cool as ever in his cool white T-shirt and jeans (because he was in the sixth form, and sixth-formers didn’t have to wear school uniform), I was dressed in a totally uncool, and completely unflattering, pink school dress. And ankle socks, for God’s sake. Embarrassing white ankle socks.

		But the thing that embarrassed me most, the thing that made me feel really uncomfortable, was the simple fact that I was embarrassed. I was tingling and staring and squirming. I was behaving like a stupid little teenybopper. I was embarrassed by the clothes I was wearing. And that was all just so pathetic, and I hated myself for it.

		But I just couldn’t help it.

		‘You play really well,’ Curtis said to me.

		‘Thanks,’ I mumbled.

		He was standing in front of me now. Not too close, but close enough for me to really see how stunningly good-looking he was. He’d always looked really good, even when he was going through that awkward thirteen/fourteen-year-old stage, but now – at seventeen – he’d grown up into a lean and hard-looking young man with a face that in some ways was almost too perfect to be true. It was the kind of face that seemed to have the ability to change, letting you see in it whatever you wanted to see in it. So if you looked at Curtis and believed that you were looking at the most beautiful boy in the world, that’s what you saw. But you could also look at him sometimes and see a face of sadness, or heart-aching emptiness, or even cruelty …

		But there was no sadness or cruelty in his face that day. Just a mind-blowing smile, a sheen of beauty, and those mesmerizing bright-blue eyes.

		‘Are you all right?’ he asked me.

		‘Yeah, sorry …’ I mumbled. ‘I was just …’

		I was just staring at him again, that’s what I was doing. He’d taken a packet of cigarettes from his pocket now and was just about to light one.

		‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ I said. ‘Mr Pope might be here any minute.’

		Curtis laughed. ‘Old Johnny won’t mind,’ he said, lighting the cigarette. ‘He’s always cadging fags off me. I’ve even shared a joint with him out here a couple of times.’

		‘Really?’

		‘Yeah … Johnny’s a bit of an old hippy at heart.’ He took a long drag on his cigarette and tapped ash to the floor. ‘So, anyway,’ he went on, ‘do you play anything else?’

		I looked at him, not sure what he meant.

		‘Apart from the piano,’ he explained. ‘Do you play any other instruments?’

		‘Oh, right,’ I said. ‘Well, not really … I mean, I can play the guitar a bit –’

		‘Yeah?’

		I shook my head, realizing that I was talking to someone who – rumour had it – was an absolute genius on the guitar. ‘I’m not any good,’ I muttered. ‘I just know a few chords, that’s all …’

		He smiled. ‘What’s your favourite?’

		‘Favourite what?’

		‘Chord. What’s your favourite chord?’

		‘G major,’ I said without thinking.

		He nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s a good one. It’s got a kind of bigness to it, hasn’t it? An openness.’

		I smiled, knowing exactly what he meant. ‘What’s your favourite?’ I said.

		He looked at me. ‘Have a guess.’

		I paused for a moment, giving it some thought, but I didn’t really need to. The answer was instinctive. ‘E major,’ I said.

		His smile told me I was right.

		‘Can you play bass?’ he said.

		‘Double bass?’

		‘No, electric bass, you know …’ He mimed playing a bass guitar. ‘That kind of bass.’

		‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’ve never tried.’

		‘Do you fancy giving it a go?’

		‘What do you mean?’

		‘I’m looking for a bass player,’ he said. ‘For my band.’

		‘You’re in a band?’

		He nodded. ‘We haven’t played any gigs yet, but we’ve been practising on and off for about a year or so, and we’re starting to get pretty good. The trouble is, Kenny – he’s our bass player – well, he’s suddenly decided that he doesn’t want to play bass any more, he wants to play rhythm guitar.’ Curtis took a long drag on his cigarette. ‘Actually, to tell you the truth, Kenny’s pretty shit on the bass anyway, so he’s doing us a favour by packing it in. But now we need to find someone else …’ He looked at me. ‘What kind of music do you like? Apart from Debussy, obviously.’

		It was a tricky question to answer. Or rather, it would have been a tricky question to answer if I’d tried to guess what kind of music Curtis liked and pretended that I liked it too, which I did actually consider for a moment or two. But although he wasn’t really hippyish any more – his once-long hair was now hacked into something that looked like a lunatic bird’s nest, and his scruffy old jeans were unfashionably, but very coolly, not flared – I naturally assumed that the kind of music he was into was the kind of music that I neither liked nor knew anything about, namely progressive rock – bands like Genesis and Yes and Pink Floyd. And if I’d told him that I liked Genesis, and he’d asked me which of their albums was my favourite, I wouldn’t have been able to name one. And that really would have been embarrassing. So instead of trying to impress him, I simply told him
			the truth.

		‘Well, I’ve just got the new Cockney Rebel album,’ I said. ‘And I really like that.’

		‘Which one?’ Curtis asked. ‘The Best Years of Our Lives?’

		‘No … the one before that.’

		‘The Psychomodo?’

		‘Yeah, that’s it.’

		He nodded knowingly. ‘It’s not as good as The Human Menagerie.’

		I smiled. ‘What is?’

		He dropped his cigarette to the floor and stepped on it. ‘Who else do you like?’

		‘I’ve been listening to the Sensational Alex Harvey Band quite a lot recently, and David Bowie … and I like some of the old Rolling Stones stuff –’

		‘What about the Stooges? Have you heard of them?’

		I shook my head. ‘I don’t think so.’

		‘Iggy Pop and the Stooges … you’ve got to hear them. They’re incredible. Really loud and dirty, you know?’

		‘Right,’ I said, not quite sure what he meant. ‘And that’s the kind of stuff you like, is it?’

		‘I like all sorts,’ he said. ‘The Stooges, Velvet Underground, New York Dolls … the Faces, Dr Feelgood.’ He looked at me. ‘Have you seen the Feelgoods? They played the Rainbow in January. It was fantastic. They’re an amazing band – really fast.’

		I smiled. ‘Fast?’

		‘Yeah.’

		‘So, basically, you like stuff that’s loud and dirty and fast?’

		‘Yeah,’ he grinned. ‘That’s pretty much it.’

		‘And is that what your band’s like?’

		‘Why don’t you come along and find out? We’re rehearsing tomorrow. You can have a listen to what we do, and if you like it …’ He paused, looking at me. ‘Well, like I said, we need a new bass player, and I think you’d be just right.’

		‘Why?’ I asked, genuinely perplexed. ‘I mean, I could understand it if you were looking for someone to play keyboards –’

		‘God, no,’ he said. ‘We don’t want any keyboards. We just need a bass player.’

		‘But I’ve never even played a bass –’

		‘Doesn’t matter,’ he shrugged. ‘You’ll soon get the hang of it. It’s just like a guitar with a couple of strings missing.’ He smiled. ‘And, besides, it’s not as if we’re playing Debussy or anything.’

		‘Yeah, but I still don’t get why you’re asking me … I mean, there must be other people –’

		‘I don’t want other people,’ he said, his voice suddenly intense. ‘I’ve tried other people, but that’s all they are – other people. And that’s not good enough. I need special people, people who mean what they do.’ He stared intently at me. ‘There’s no point in doing anything unless you really mean it, Lili. Do you know what I mean?’

		‘Yeah …’ I said quietly, slightly taken aback by his passion. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’

		He stared silently at me for a moment longer, his eyes burning into mine, then all at once he relaxed again and his face broke into a carefree smile. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know it’s all a bit sudden, and it probably sounds kind of weird, but I just think you’d be perfect for the band, that’s all. You love music, that’s obvious. You can play. You’re kind of kooky … and you look really good.’ He grinned. ‘I mean, what more could anyone want in a bass player?’

		‘Kooky?’ I said, raising an eyebrow.

		‘Yeah …’

		‘You think I’m kooky?’

		He smiled. ‘It’s a compliment.’

		I knew what he meant, and I was perfectly happy to take it as a compliment. Kookiness was fine with me. I had no problem with kookiness at all. But Curtis had also said that I looked really good, and that was causing me all kinds of problems. Firstly, because no one had ever told me that I looked really good before, so it was hard to believe that he meant it. And if he didn’t mean it … well, that would make him a pretty shitty person, wouldn’t it? But if he did mean it, that would mean that Curtis Ray – the Curtis Ray – had told me that I looked really good. And that was something else altogether.

		In fact, to tell you the truth, it made me feel so twistedly wonderful that I almost wished that he didn’t mean it.

		‘So,’ he said to me. ‘What do you think?’

		‘About what?’

		‘The band … playing bass. Do you want to give it a go?’

		I looked at him. ‘Do you mean it?’

		He nodded. ‘Like I said, there’s no point in doing anything unless you really mean it.’

		‘Yeah, all right,’ I said. ‘I’ll give it a go.’

		He smiled broadly. ‘You won’t regret it.’

		As it turned out, he was both right and wrong about that … but I wasn’t to know that then. And neither was he.

		‘This is where I live,’ he said, writing his address on a scrap of paper and passing it to me. ‘We’re rehearsing in my dad’s garage at the moment. It’s not ideal … but until we find somewhere better, it’s all we’ve got.’

		I looked at the scrap of paper. Curtis’s house was about a mile away from mine.

		‘Get there for about two o’clock,’ he said. ‘OK?’

		‘Tomorrow?’

		‘Yeah.’

		I looked at him. ‘What’s the band called?’

		‘Naked.’

		‘Naked?’

		‘Yeah.’ He smiled his smile. ‘We’re going to be massive.’
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		The next day, as I made my way through the streets of Hampstead towards Curtis’s house, I was feeling so mixed up and nervous about everything that I came very close to chickening out. I just had so many doubts about everything – what would the rest of the band think of me? what if I made a complete fool of myself? what if Curtis realized that he’d made a mistake and I wasn’t so ‘perfect for the band’ after all? And although I kept telling myself that how I looked and what I was wearing didn’t matter, I couldn’t help worrying that Curtis and the others just wouldn’t think I was cool enough. I’d done my best – inexpertly slapping on a ton of black eye-liner and too much of my mother’s red lipstick – but I’d never been too concerned about fashionable haircuts and clothes and make-up, and the simple truth was that I didn’t actually know what was cool
			and what wasn’t. I bought most of my clothes from jumble sales and charity shops, and – as far as I can remember – my hair at the time was a failed attempt at a Suzi Quatro-style layered cut, which might not have looked all that bad if I hadn’t recently attacked it myself with a pair of blunt scissors … an exercise that resulted in me resembling a slightly deranged medieval waif. Actually, come to think of it, if you imagine a sixteen-year-old girl wearing too much eye-liner and mismatched secondhand clothes, with a haircut that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a lunatic asylum … that’s probably as good a description of me as you’re going to get.

		Anyway, as I said, I was feeling pretty nervous that day, worrying about all kinds of things, and the closer I got to Curtis’s house the more tempting it was to just turn round and go back home. But as well as being racked with nerves, I was also – underneath it all – bursting with hope and excitement, and although the fear and anxiety were almost too much to bear, it was, in the end, the excitement that won the day. That’s what kept me going – the buzz, the thrill, the kick of it all. Yes, I was scared. And, yes, I knew that I might make a fool of myself. But this thing I was doing, whatever it proved to be …

		I wanted it.

		I wanted to do it.

		And I did.

		Curtis’s house was a reasonably large detached place in a reasonably nice part of Hampstead. It was nowhere near as big as my house, but then Curtis’s father wasn’t a film director like mine. Curtis’s father was a doctor. As was his mother. And although I didn’t know it at the time, they were both very straight-laced, very conservative, and they both found their son’s choice of lifestyle very disappointing.

		That afternoon though, when I got to Curtis’s house, I had no idea of the conflict between him and his parents. I didn’t know that they’d already banned him from using the garage as a rehearsal place, and that the only reason he’d arranged the rehearsal there today was that his father was away at a medical conference all weekend and his mother was spending the day with her parents in Maidstone. All I knew, as Curtis met me and took me into the garage and began introducing me to the others, was that my hands were shaking, my heart was trembling, and for a few terrible moments I was genuinely afraid that I was going to be sick. But, oddly enough, I also felt really good. Really alive. But scared to death and acutely self-conscious too. It was, I suppose, the kind of feeling you get when you’re riding a roller-coaster – an exhilarating mixture of sickness, fear, and
			blood-twisting excitement.

		‘All right,’ said Curtis, closing the garage door. ‘Well … here we all are.’ He smiled at me. ‘Are you OK?’

		I nodded. ‘Yeah …’

		‘Good.’ He ushered me over to the middle of the garage where the band’s equipment was set up. ‘This is Kenny,’ he said, indicating a tallish boy with a bass guitar who was standing beside one of the speakers. ‘And this,’ Curtis said, turning to the other boy who was sitting at a drum kit, ‘this is Stan.’

		‘Hi,’ I muttered self-consciously, limply waving my hand. ‘I’m Lili …’

		While Stan glanced briefly at me and gave me a silent nod of acknowledgement, Kenny barely even looked at me. He just gazed vaguely in my direction for a fraction of a second, then turned his back and began tuning his bass. I recognized both him and Stan from school. They were in the same year as Curtis, and I’d seen them hanging around with him a few times. They’d never really struck me as being the coolest kids around, and I’d always assumed that they hung around with Curtis because they wanted to be seen with him, not because they were really in with him or anything, so I was slightly surprised to find out that they were in the band. They just didn’t look like the kind of kids who played in a band.

		Stan’s real name was Phillip Smith, but – for reasons long forgotten – he’d always been known as Stan. He was a skinny kid, kind of gawky, with lank black hair and a long mournful face that never showed any emotion. He always gave the impression that he didn’t really care about anything, which – when I first met him – I thought was just an act. But after a while, when I’d got to know him a bit better, I came to realize that it wasn’t an act at all – he really didn’t care about anything. He just lived his life, played his drums, did whatever he wanted to do … and, as far as he was concerned, that was it. That was all he needed. Everything else – the rest of the world – simply didn’t concern him.

		And I always kind of admired Stan for that.

		Not that he would have cared what I thought, of course … nor would I ever have told him. In fact, Stan had such little regard for what other people thought that he only ever spoke when it was absolutely necessary. In all the time I knew him, I don’t think I ever heard him string more than a dozen words together. He was even quite reticent about counting the band in at the start of a song.

		‘Can’t you do it?’ he’d say to Curtis.

		‘All you’ve got to do is count to fucking four,’ Curtis would tell him, shaking his head in exasperation. ‘It’s not that hard.’

		‘Yeah, I know …’

		‘Well, just fucking do it then.’

		And he would. But then, for the next song, he’d just go ‘One, two …’ and start playing, or else he’d just bash his drumsticks together four times … and then Curtis would start arguing with him again.

		But the arguments never really led to anything. And that was only partly because Stan just couldn’t be bothered to argue. The main reason was that he was a hell of a good drummer, and Curtis was well aware that you can’t have a good band without a good drummer, and he didn’t want to risk losing Stan. So although he might argue with him every now and then, and he might sometimes get really pissed off with him, he’d never do anything to jeopardize Stan’s place in the band.

		When it came to Kenny though … well, that was different. As Curtis had already told me, he didn’t rate Kenny Slater as a bass player, and I was soon to find out that he didn’t actually rate Kenny at all. In fact, it turned out that Kenny was only in the band in the first place because he owned most of the equipment, all of which had been bought for him by his stinking rich parents, who – unlike Curtis’s mum and dad – were more than happy to help their only son in any way they could. They were also the kind of parents who like to shower their offspring with expensive toys just to show everyone how fabulously wealthy they are … which, again, I didn’t know at the time. But it wasn’t too difficult to guess. Kenny’s whole attitude was that of an over-indulged and unpleasant child whose brattish and sulky behaviour was only tolerated by other kids because he bought them
			sweets and let them play with his expensive toys.

		I could have been mistaken, of course, but my overriding impression of Kenny that day was not only that he didn’t like me, but that he didn’t really like Curtis or Stan either, and – on top of all that – he didn’t really want to be there. But there was no way that he was going to go home and leave the rest of them to play with his equipment.

		‘All right,’ Curtis said to me, smiling as he slung a battered black guitar over his shoulder. ‘Are you ready to hear the best band in the world?’

		As I watched him walk over to the others and plug in his guitar, I couldn’t help thinking how perfect he looked. This was his world, his environment … this was what he was. His guitar seemed almost part of him, and when he turned up the volume and effortlessly played through a series of blues riffs, I immediately knew that the rumours I’d heard were true – he really was a genius on the guitar. It wasn’t that the riffs he was playing were particularly complicated or anything, it was simply the way he played them – with such natural ease and purity – and the raw beauty that he gave to the sound, and the way that the sound seemed to come not from the speakers, or even from the guitar, but from somewhere within Curtis himself …

		It was truly stunning.

		Satisfied with the sound of his guitar, he turned up the volume then and blasted out a chord, a big fat E major, and it was so incredibly loud that it literally shook the walls – and my stomach – it was all I could do to resist covering my ears with my hands. I looked over at Curtis and saw him smiling at me, and I realized that he was reminding me that E major was his favourite chord.

		I nodded at him, and smiled back.

		He held my gaze for a moment, then turned to Stan. ‘All right?’

		Stan nodded.

		Curtis looked at Kenny. ‘OK?’

		Kenny shrugged.

		Curtis went over and stood in front of a microphone stand. ‘This one’s our signature tune,’ he said into the mike, looking at me. ‘It’s called “Naked”.’

		He paused for a moment, closing his eyes, and then – bending over slightly, almost as if he was in pain – he opened up with a crash of chords that nearly knocked me off my feet. After a rapid four bars of guitar, the bass and drums came storming in, and I swear that the floor started shaking. It was a huge sound, and I knew then what Curtis had meant when he’d talked about music that was dirty and loud. And fast … God, they played so fast. It was breathtaking. Curtis was playing the guitar like a crazy man – hammering out the chords, bending and twisting all over the place, staggering backwards and reeling forwards – and when he lurched up to the microphone and started to sing, the sound that came out of his mouth was astonishing. It was so powerful, so loud, and raw, so basic and brutal … but at the same time, it was undeniably beautiful. Full of feeling, passionate and emotional …

		It was a sound that came from his heart.

		Apart from the chorus, when all three of them joined in on a guttural chant of ‘Naked! Naked!’, I couldn’t really make out many of the words, but from what I could hear, I got the feeling that the song was something to do with decadence and poetry and monstrous souls.

		I’d never heard anything like it before.

		It didn’t last very long – three minutes at the most – and as soon as they’d finished, Curtis shouted out, ‘“Monkeys”!’ and they launched into another song. This one was a bit slower, a bit emptier, and not quite so manic as ‘Naked’, but it still had the same level of intensity and darkness, and it felt like the kind of song that gets better and better the more times you hear it.

		The final song they played was something quite different. It was called ‘Heaven Hill’. It started off quietly, with Curtis singing sorrowfully over a single haunting guitar line, and gradually it built up into a swirling echo of bitter-sweet harmonies over a mesmerizing heartbeat of throbbing bass and drums. Again, I’d never heard anything like it before, and if someone had asked me what kind of music it was, I wouldn’t have known what to say.

		It was, quite simply, unforgettable.

		When the song ended, fading back to the original guitar line, Curtis turned to Stan and Kenny, nodded his head, then wiped a sheen of sweat from his face and looked at me.

		‘So,’ he said, smiling. ‘What do you think?’

		‘Fantastic,’ I told him. ‘Really … I loved it, especially the last one.’

		‘Yeah,’ he agreed. ‘It still needs a bit of work on the middle bit … but we’ve nearly got it now.’ He removed his guitar, leaned it against the wall, and came over to me. ‘So you really think we’re all right then?’

		‘Yeah, really.’

		He smiled again. ‘Do you want to have a go on the bass now?’

		I glanced over at Kenny, who was quietly picking out a few notes on his bass, and I wondered if he really had decided that he didn’t want to play bass any more, or if it was more a case of Curtis not wanting him to. He looked fairly sulky about something, but sulkiness seemed to be his default setting, so it was hard to tell what he was really feeling. And although Curtis had said that he was ‘pretty shit on the bass anyway’, he’d sounded pretty good to me. But then what did I know about playing the bass?

		And that was the problem – I didn’t know anything about it. And yet there I was, being asked if I wanted to take over from Kenny, who as far as I could tell was a perfectly competent – and perhaps even better than average – bass player.

		It wasn’t a particularly comfortable situation to be in.

		‘Lili?’ Curtis said.

		‘Yeah …’ I muttered, looking back at him. ‘Sorry, I was just …’ I lowered my voice. ‘Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean –’

		‘Yeah, of course it’s a good idea,’ he said breezily. ‘Come on … just try it.’ He put his hand on my arm and guided me over to where Kenny was standing. ‘It’s dead easy,’ he said to me. ‘Kenny’s only been playing bass for a few months … haven’t you, Ken?’

		Kenny looked at him. ‘What?’

		‘I was just telling Lili that it didn’t take you very long to learn the bass.’ Curtis grinned. ‘And now you’re shit-hot.’

		Kenny just shrugged.

		Curtis said to him, ‘Give it here then.’

		‘What?’

		‘Your bass.’ He sighed. ‘Come on, Kenny … we haven’t got all day.’

		Kenny gave me a sideways glance, then – somewhat reluctantly – removed his bass and passed it over to Curtis. Curtis smiled tightly at him, waited for him to move away, then turned to me, holding up the bass. It was a Fender Mustang … not that I knew that then. All I knew then was that it looked really big.

		‘Right,’ Curtis said to me, his smile back to normal again. ‘I take it you’re right-handed?’

		‘Yeah.’

		‘OK, let’s try it on for size first.’ He stepped up close to me and looped the guitar strap over my head, then gently lowered the Fender until the strap was taking all its weight. ‘How’s that?’ he said.

		‘It weighs a ton,’ I told him.

		‘You’ll get used to it. Do you want me to adjust the strap? Or is it OK as it is?’

		‘I think it’s all right.’

		‘OK,’ he said, stepping back and looking me up and down. ‘Yeah, it suits you. You look good.’

		I didn’t feel good. Not only was the bass as long as I was tall, it felt like it weighed the same as me too. Never mind trying to play the damn thing, it was difficult enough just standing there with it.

		‘Maybe it might be better if you sat down for now,’ Curtis said, looking at me. ‘Hold on, I’ll get you a chair.’ He went over to the back of the garage and came back with an old wooden straight-backed chair. ‘There you go,’ he said.

		I felt slightly pathetic as I sat down and rested the bass on top of my thighs, but it was much more comfortable, and that easily outweighed my embarrassment.

		‘Better?’ Curtis asked.

		‘Yeah, thanks.’

		‘All right … let’s get started then.’ He looked at me. ‘Do you usually use a plectrum when you’re playing the guitar? Or just your fingers?’

		‘Plectrum.’

		‘OK … well, with the bass you can either play fingerstyle, like Kenny, or use a plectrum. Fingerstyle players can sometimes get a bit snotty about using a plectrum, as if it’s not the right way to play bass …’ He glanced over at Kenny, half-grinning. Kenny ignored him. Curtis turned back to me. ‘But, as far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t really make any difference. I mean, as long as you get the right sound, who cares how you get it? Anyway, it’s entirely up to you … but as you’re already used to using a plectrum, you might as well use one to start with.’ He passed me a plectrum. ‘All right?’

		‘Yeah.’

		‘Right … well, all you really need to know is that it’s tuned exactly the same as the first four strings of a guitar.’ He reached over and touched the first string. ‘So that’s E, then A, D, and G. OK?’

		‘Yeah.’

		‘This is your volume,’ he said, indicating one of two control knobs. ‘And the other one adjusts the tone.’ He looked at me. ‘And that’s pretty much it.’

		‘OK,’ I said.

		‘So …’ He smiled. ‘Off you go then.’

		I looked at him, guessing that he was waiting to see what I’d do. Would I hesitate? Would I ask him what he wanted me to do? Or would I just go for it?

		I took a breath and went for it.

		The only guitars I’d played before then were acoustic, and mainly classical acoustic, which have nylon strings and aren’t particularly loud, so when I hit the open E string of that big Fender Mustang, and the huge throb of the bass note boomed from the speakers … well, it’s hard to describe how viscerally thrilling it was. That deep, dark, massive sound, the feel of it … vibrating through the floor, into my flesh, my bones … it was just so unbelievably good.

		I played some more, thumping the open E string – doomp-doomp, doomp-doomp – and then the A string – domp-domp, domp-domp – then back to E again. I reached down the neck of the bass, held down the E string on the third fret, and pumped out a big fat G. The string was incredibly thick and tight, much harder to hold down than the soft nylon strings of a classical acoustic guitar, and my finger started aching almost immediately. I played a few more notes, sliding up to A and then B, and then I had to let go of the neck and waggle my fingers in the air to ease the pain.

		‘All right?’ Curtis said.

		‘Yeah … brilliant. It’s just a bit hard to hold the strings down.’

		‘You’ll get used to that too.’

		He went over and picked up his guitar. ‘Do you want to try playing along with us?’

		‘I don’t know … I’m not sure I’m ready to –’

		‘You’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘We’ll just play a bit of 12-bar blues, you know … the basic three-chord stuff. E, A, and B … do you know what I mean?’

		‘Yeah, but I don’t know –’

		‘Just keep to the single notes, you know – dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah – like you were doing just now. All right?’

		I nodded. ‘I’ll do my best.’

		‘Good.’ He turned to Kenny, who’d picked up a guitar and plugged it in and was standing by one of the speakers. ‘Ready?’

		Kenny nodded.

		Curtis turned back to me. ‘Just join in when you’re ready, OK?’

		I nodded.

		Curtis turned up the volume on his guitar, ran through a couple of quick blues scales, made a slight adjustment to the tuning, and then – with a brief nod at Stan – he began to play.

		He kept it quite slow, starting with a traditional descending blues intro, and then Kenny and Stan came in, driving the rhythm along as Curtis kept things going with some simple, but very effective, blues riffs. It was, as Curtis had promised, pretty basic stuff, and I knew in my mind how I ought to be playing along with it … at least, I knew what notes I ought to be playing and where and when I ought to be playing them. It was just a matter of actually doing it.

		Don’t think about it, I kept telling myself. Just do it. Just get that rhythm into your head – dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah – and start thumping the open E string.

		I waited … while the key changed to B.

		
			Dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah …
		

		And then back to A.

		
			Dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah …
		

		And finally back to E again.

		
			Dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah …
		

		
			Dah-dah-daaaahh …
		

		And then I joined in.

		Although I was only playing single notes, it still took me a little while to work out how to play them with the solid thumping rhythm of a bass guitar, but after stopping and starting a few times to experiment with the positioning of my right hand, I finally figured out how to control the length and sustain of each note, which gave me a lot more control of the rhythm.

		As we carried on playing that basic three-chord pattern over and over again, I gradually became more and more confident, and I soon felt competent enough to start adding a few extra notes here and there. I was still a long way from playing a bass line as such, but I wasn’t just playing single notes any more. I wasn’t feeling anxious or overly self-conscious any more either. In fact, after a while, I realized that I was actually really enjoying myself. Despite the almost stupid simplicity of the music, especially the part that I was playing, it was just as mesmeric – and easy to get lost in – as anything else I’d ever played, including Debussy. Perhaps even more so. It was addictive. I didn’t want to stop. I just wanted us to keep going, to carry on playing that wonderfully idiotic music – dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah, dah-dah – over and over and over again …

		But, in the end, my fingers began to hurt so much from holding down the bass strings that I simply had to stop. I physically couldn’t play any more.

		A few seconds after I stopped playing, the others stopped too.

		‘Sorry,’ I said, waggling my throbbing fingers in the air.

		‘No problem,’ Curtis said, smiling at me. ‘It might be a good idea to keep your hand still for a minute.’

		‘What?’

		‘You’re flicking blood all over the place.’

		I stopped waggling my hand around and gazed at my fingers. The bass strings had dug into my fingertips so much that my index finger was bleeding.

		‘Shit,’ I whispered.

		Curtis laughed.

		I glared at him.

		‘Hey,’ he said, still smiling. ‘Welcome to the band.’
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		Everything changed for me after that weekend. I started spending a lot of time with Curtis, going round to his house a couple of evenings a week to practise the bass and learn Naked’s songs … at least, that’s all I told myself I was doing. And, at first, that was all I was doing.

		We’d meet up after school, maybe go somewhere for a quick cup of coffee and something to eat, then we’d go back to his place and spend two or three hours in his bedroom together going through the songs. I’d sit on the bed with the bass, Curtis would sit next to me with his guitar, we’d plug in to a tiny little practice amp, and then we’d just go over the songs – again and again and again – until I knew them all off by heart. At the same time, Curtis was constantly giving me advice about how to play the bass, how to get the best out of it, how to get the right sound and – more importantly – the right feeling … and within a couple of weeks or so I’d not only become reasonably good at it, but I’d also gained a huge amount of confidence. So much so, in fact, that I even started to sing along with Curtis on some of the songs.

		The songs were all written by him, both the music and the lyrics, and I soon found out that – unlike his carefree attitude to almost everything else – he took his song-writing intensely seriously. His songs were everything to him – they came from his heart, from his soul. And they were so personal, the lyrics so much a part of him, that although he was immensely proud of them, he was always quite adamant in his refusal to explain them.

		‘Songs are songs,’ he told me once. ‘They don’t need explaining.’

		‘Yeah,’ I’d said. ‘But the words –’

		‘They’re just words.’

		Curtis was also very possessive and controlling about his music – very exact about how it should sound, very demanding about how it should be played – and he had no interest whatsoever in anyone else’s opinions or suggestions. Kenny and Stan, I soon learned, didn’t even bother trying to get him to listen to them any more – they just did whatever he told them to do. And it was at least a couple of months before Curtis would grudgingly acknowledge that my background in classical music and my years of study and training weren’t totally irrelevant and worthless. Actually, he was probably right in the first place, because in terms of the kind of music we were playing, most of my classical training was totally irrelevant and worthless. But I did know quite a lot about music – how it works, how things fit together, how to make the most of rhythm and structure and melody – and Curtis eventually came to accept
			that some of my ideas were occasionally worth listening to.

		But that was later …

		In those first few months, I was perfectly content to keep my ideas to myself, listen to Curtis, and concentrate on learning the basics.

		Another thing that changed was that as a result of playing the bass all the time, the skin on the fingertips of my left hand quickly hardened up, which stopped the bleeding and made it a lot less painful to play. On the downside, in terms of playing the piano, the roughening of my fingertips didn’t help at all, and although I still managed to scrape through my Grade 8 exam, it was obvious that – to a certain extent – my piano-playing was suffering. Not that I really minded. Because, as time went by, although I still really enjoyed playing the piano, and I still really loved classical music, I gradually lost all interest in the academic side of playing. Music had become so much more to me now, and the idea of studying it just seemed so pointless, so artificial … so lifeless.

		As well as spending a lot of time on my own with Curtis, we also spent as much time together with the rest of the band as we could – practising, rehearsing, working out new songs. It wasn’t easy finding somewhere to rehearse. Curtis’s parents had not only categorically banned him from using the garage, they’d even put a padlock on the door to stop him getting in when they were away. So we’d had to find somewhere else to play, and for a month or so we rehearsed a couple of times a week in a nightclub in Kilburn. The club was one of several in North London that Stan’s father owned, and he was quite happy to let us use it whenever it was empty … until, that is, Curtis somehow managed to overload the club’s PA system, blowing the speakers and causing about £5,000 worth of damage, which didn’t go down too well with Stan’s dad. After that, we practised in all kinds of places for a
			while – an abandoned factory, a lock-up garage, a dance studio, the basement of a squat in Seven Sisters …

		Basically, as long as it had a roof and an electricity supply, it would do.

		So … as the days passed by, and the summer holidays began, Naked took over my life. We practised hard, we learned new songs … and when I wasn’t with the band, or practising the bass on my own, I was spending all my time with Curtis. I’d be lying if I said that there was nothing intimate about our relationship at that point, because I think we both knew what was going to happen from the moment we met in the music room, but there was no real physical intimacy between us during those first few weeks together. There was lots of smiling and joking, lots of playful flirting, and there were quite a few times when we’d sit side by side on Curtis’s bed, playing our guitars, and Curtis would lean in close to me, take my hand, and gently guide my fingers over the fretboard, and my heart would start pounding, and I’d get all hot and flustered, wondering if he was going to kiss me, and
			how that would feel, and how I would feel if he wanted to do more than just kiss me …

		I wondered about that quite a lot. Asking myself whether I really wanted to do it or not, imagining how it would be, how it would feel, what it would mean …

		When the big moment finally came though, on a sultry Sunday afternoon in July, in Curtis’s bedroom, when his parents were out … well, it wasn’t really anything like I’d imagined. That’s not to say it was terrible or anything, it was just … I don’t know. It just wasn’t how I’d imagined it was going to be. As I said, I’d kind of known all along it was going to happen eventually, and I was pretty sure that I wanted it to happen. I really liked Curtis. I admired him, I looked up to him … I was in awe of him, to tell you the truth. He was special. And I was, without doubt, physically attracted to him. So when he came back into the bedroom that afternoon, after excusing himself to go to the bathroom … when he closed the door and came over and sat down beside me on the bed, and he put his arm round my waist and gently kissed me on the lips … it was what I
			wanted. I still wasn’t entirely sure if I wanted it to go any further, but I kind of knew that it would, and when it did … and we ended up in bed together, with Curtis murmuring breathlessly, ‘Are you sure this is OK?’ and me saying, ‘Yes … yes, it’s OK …’

		And it was OK.

		Sort of …

		It was my first time, for a start, and I didn’t really know how it was supposed to feel or what I was supposed to do. I didn’t know if it was natural to feel slightly afraid of what was happening, and – to be perfectly honest – slightly turned off too. It was just the sheer physicality of it, I suppose. The reality of the sexual act, as opposed to the fantasy of falling in love. There was a big difference. And I think the reality of it was all just a bit too much for me. The naked reality of Curtis’s body, his animal grunts and groans, his frighteningly desperate need … it had never been like that in my dreams.

		I remember quite clearly lying in bed after that first time, watching Curtis as he pulled on his jeans and lit a cigarette … and I remember thinking to myself, Is that it? Is that what it’s all about?

		But, like I said, it was OK.

		It was my decision as much as Curtis’s, and I could have said no if I’d wanted to. It wasn’t as if I was forced into it or anything. And Curtis, in his way, was quite gentle and kind. It was just …

		I don’t know.

		It just changed things so much. It changed the way I saw Curtis. It made me realize that – in one way, at least – he wasn’t any different to other boys. It changed me too, taking away the child in me and making me grow up too fast.

		It changed us.

		It changed everything.

		And afterwards, there would always be a part of me that longed for the days before that Sunday afternoon, the days when I could go to bed at night and dream in innocence of the way Curtis had looked at me, or the way he’d smiled at me, or just the feel of his hand as he guided my fingers over the fretboard of the bass …

		Before I met Curtis, I’d never been one for going out all that much. I wasn’t a recluse or anything, and I’d been to my fair share of parties and clubs and gigs, but I wasn’t the kind of person who went out on the town every night. With Curtis though … well, he was the kind of person who went out on the town every night, and now that I was with him, now that we were a couple, I started going out a lot too. Sometimes it’d just be me and Curtis, sometimes Kenny and Stan would come along, and sometimes Curtis would surprise me by bringing along people I’d never met before. He knew a lot of people, and even now I’m still not sure how he got to know them or where he met them. He just seemed to know them. They were all mostly arty kind of people – writers, musicians, poets, painters – and while some of them were OK, and none of them
			could be described as boring, a lot of them were far from pleasant. This didn’t seem to bother Curtis. They could be loud, rude, disgusting, dirty … creepy, crazy, nasty, even dangerous – Curtis didn’t care. As long as they were different, that’s all that mattered to him. He liked abnormality. He found it entertaining. It was almost as if he saw life as a circus, and he was the ringmaster, surrounding himself with performing animals and clowns and freaks. And that made me wonder sometimes if that’s how he saw me – as just another entertainment act in the circus of his life.

		I have to admit, though, that we did have some really good times together. Curtis took me to see all kinds of bands in all kinds of places – bands I’d always wanted to see, bands I’d never heard of, bands who were great, bands who were awful. We saw Dr Feelgood, Eddie and the Hot Rods, Bazooka Joe, the Stranglers, the Count Bishops, the 101ers, Kilburn and the High Roads … and dozens more. Although I didn’t know it at the time, a lot of these bands were, in a way, the forerunners of punk, and some of them included people who would eventually become really big names. The 101ers, for example, were Joe Strummer’s band. Ian Dury was in Kilburn and the High Roads. Bazooka Joe featured Adam Ant.

		And it was seeing these kinds of bands, and the people who went along to watch them, that first made me realize that something was starting to happen in the music world … at least in London, anyway. There was a change of mood in the air. There was a feeling that rock music had gone too far, that famous bands like the Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin had become too pompous and out of touch. Simplicity was back in vogue. Rock ’n’ roll was going back to the basics: short songs, no solos, everyday clothes, everyday people.

		I liked it a lot.

		What I didn’t like quite so much was when Curtis started taking me to a clothes shop in Chelsea that everyone was talking about. The shop was called Sex, and over the years it came to be known as the birthplace of the Sex Pistols. When Curtis first took me there, in August 1975, it already had a growing reputation as the place to be. It was owned and run by Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood, and over the years its shop assistants included Glen Matlock and Sid Vicious, Chrissie Hynde (who later formed the Pretenders), and a punk girl called Jordan who was famous for wearing the shop’s incredibly revealing and provocative clothes. A lot of the clothing was bondage gear – rubber stuff, hoods, T-shirts printed with pornographic images – the kind of clothing that was intended to shock. And that, to me, was what the whole place seemed to be all about – being shocking, being offensive, being outrageous. Which
			Curtis, of course, found fascinating. And that’s one of the reasons he liked going there. Another reason – which he flatly denied – was that Jordan wasn’t the only girl in the shop who wore revealing and provocative clothes. There were lots of them, all strutting around in their ripped fishnets and black PVC, most of them quite happy to try on the shop’s clothes without bothering to go into the fitting room, just stripping off in the middle of the shop, the more people watching the better.

		‘It’s nothing to do with sex,’ I remember Curtis telling me once, after I’d caught him ogling a half-naked girl. ‘It’s about breaking taboos, you know … it’s about not being hung up on traditional sexuality …’

		‘Yeah, right,’ I’d told him. ‘Of course it is.’

		But although the girls – and the underlying sexual nature of the whole place – were undoubtedly part of the attraction for Curtis, his main reason for going there was simply that Sex was where it was happening. Not that Curtis – or anyone else – really knew what it was at the time, but his instinct told him that whatever it was, it was fresh and exciting, and it was different, and it was going to be big, and Curtis was determined to be part of it. So he spent as much time as he could just hanging around the shop, getting to know most of the regulars – the Sex Pistols, Johnny Rotten, Sid Vicious, Malcolm McLaren, Siouxsie Sioux, Steve Severin … the names and faces who would come to be known as pioneers of the nascent punk scene.

		I didn’t always go with him when he went down to Chelsea – sometimes he’d go with Kenny and Stan, sometimes he’d go on his own – and even when I did go with him, I didn’t really get involved all that much. I’d talk to people if they talked to me, but mostly I just hung around in the background, keeping myself to myself … partly, I suppose, because I was still quite shy and a bit overwhelmed by everything, but I think the main reason was that I didn’t actually like most of those people. They were interesting, and different, and there was no doubt that some of them were incredibly exciting … but, as far as I was concerned, most of them weren’t very nice. Not that nice mattered to Curtis. All that mattered to him was the energy, the danger, the new ideas, new sounds, new clothes – the home-dyed spiky hair, the DIY fashions, the over-the-top make-up and
			attitude … all of it designed to shock.

		Of course, nowadays it’s perfectly acceptable to have spiky hair and dye it whatever colour you like, and it’s quite commonplace for middle-aged parents to buy ready-ripped jeans from Asda, so it’s hard to believe that these things were once considered outrageous.

		But they were.

		And Curtis took to them all with a passion.

		On 6 November that year, we went to see the Sex Pistols play their first ever gig at St Martin’s College. Curtis was really looking the part by then. His hair was hacked short and dyed bright green, he was regularly wearing eye-liner and lipstick, and he’d taken to wearing the same clothes pretty much all the time: dirty old straight-legged jeans, ripped at the knee; a threadbare T-shirt with the sleeves torn off, a pair of black motorcycle boots, and an ancient black leather jacket with NAKED daubed on the back in blood-red paint.

		He was also, by that time, getting more and more into drugs.

		It wasn’t a new thing with Curtis. He’d always smoked a bit of dope now and then, ever since I’d met him, and while I didn’t like it very much, I

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	OPS/images/brand.jpg
)

PUFFIN





OPS/images/title.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
* @ s, i &% B

Live FAST, Play DIRTY,






