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            If you cannot teach me to fly, teach me to sing.

            J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan

         


      

   


   
      
         

            THE AWFULLY MODEST INTRODUCTION

         

         I don’t want to spoil your enjoyment by giving too much away about the following essay, which I wrote ten years ago, feeling very glad to be of use. Reading this piece again, after not bothering for all of those ten years – the last line of the piece was a sort of promise I ended up keeping – I see that I was as worried as I would be a few years later when David Bowie died that my role in life had changed. I was being forced to move on from being a music writer specialising in original, if for some highly irritating and random, thoughts. I was being asked in a professional capacity for my opinion about rock stars, mostly those that had died, but my particular answers weren’t the ones wanted or expected.

         The kind of rock critic I had been on and off since the late 1970s was once powerful enough to be in control for better or worse of the music’s creative and cultural direction, taking responsibility with a few others for the shape and content of its past, present and future, for working out the great moments and anointing the greatest acts. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, this form of excitable, diligent critic had yet to be fully replaced by Amazon recommendations, streaming algorithms, concentrated Wikisummaries, blunt talent-show judges and voters, oceans of shared playlists, music forums and online reviews with their scattered, customer-friendly stars. But the change was already happening.

         The more I was asked by the mainstream media to comment on the death of a musician, especially in the aftermath of the sudden death of Michael Jackson in 2009, the more I could see the change coming. Oddly, music wasn’t as intensely culturally significant as it once was now that it was becoming important for everyone and more or less freely available. As certain hierarchical structures and systems collapsed, traditional gatekeepers were being replaced by ghostlier, actually more tyrannical if well-intentioned gatekeepers. Even though I was being asked questions as an apparently qualified expert by the media when a music star died, it was at a time when the once-unassailable authority of the self-certified expert, with their grand claims, obscure knowledge and arcane explanations, was rapidly diminishing. The voice of the crowd, the weight of plain, hasty opinion and levelling enthusiasm, was taking over, and as someone allegedly with the correct experience being booked to appear on programmes and impart hard-earned knowledge, I was actually expected to be more of a professional mourner, an entertainment therapist, discreetly wailing undemanding, sentimental grief and on the side adding a few calming factual details that could easily be scraped from the featureless, uninspiring if very helpful Wikipedia.

         I was there to help the wounded collective gather for a shared moment of heartbreak, where the talk needed to be blandly but appreciatively of ‘tragic loss’ and ‘will be terribly missed’. Adding any personally applied critical dimension or complicating, contemplative conceptual texture to the response was not particularly welcome, because after all in the eyes of the interviewer I was just making it up, dealing in unstable theory, and was likely to be greeted with quite angry suspicion, even disgust.

         The rock critics, with their moody, all-knowing attitude, their often wilfully esoteric interests and snobby derision of the herd mentality, had been dragged via technological democratisation into the increasing hostility and resistance towards the so-called intelligentsia, the controlling, self-perpetuating elite – even though the better rock critics tended to feel they were for the underdog, the marginalised, radical outsider, dedicated to championing those who crashed through borders and progressively rearranged the artistic environment. Critics were being chased out of town, especially now that a too easily activated social media released millions of voluble new voices into the world, to clean things up and point out alarming, contaminating inequalities, injustices and scams, or make an unholy mess of reality because it couldn’t be worse than what had come before. 

         I wasn’t really interested in ‘the news’, only, perhaps, the news that stayed news. I wasn’t really interested in the basic facts, certainly not now there were all the facts being repetitively collected online and automatically laid out as if they were a greater help to the world, what the future would be made of, reduced to siphoned, targeted content.

         I wasn’t really interested in whether someone liked something or not, as that was neither here nor there – it didn’t tell me much about what they liked or didn’t like, and why it had been made and how. I was interested in what was elsewhere, in working with ideas, beyond the repeated, settled facts and the simple truth that people liked some things and didn’t like others. For me, this ‘elsewhere’ was the enigmatic, elemental space where the music came from, it was where those making the music were working; elsewhere, in the dark, outside of the facts, which became fixed and restrictive, outside of the fan’s neediness, which became a matter of market research, of commercial formula and public relations.

         
            *

         

         After he was found dead and morbidly displayed on the sort of rampaging news and web channels revelling in such occasions and scanning for pundits to deliver some safely neutral if moderately emotional sound bites, I was more interested in wondering: who or what had killed Michael Jackson? This was no normal death, and no normal person, no normal superstar. This was absolutely elsewhere. I wanted to answer the question at length, not in the few minutes, or even seconds, I would get when asked by a busy, distracted on-air reporter about the ‘importance’ of Jackson, intolerantly stamping down on any flights of fancy or high-and-mighty, self-regarding rock-critic myth making. I wanted to take it seriously in ways the news coverage was not interested in, as they started to cover popular culture after years of being mostly indifferent outside of the general clichéd sex, drug and suicide shame. I wanted to deal with things cosmically, not cosmetically. That had been my job, once, and in my head still was.

         A periodical published in 2009 by Faber and Faber titled Loops gave me a chance to answer the question, at length, and begin to understand what I actually thought about the life and death of Michael Jackson, pop’s bizarre deity. Loops didn’t last long. It was a temporary, last-ditch attempt to rescue the imperial idea of the rock magazine with its egotistical writers, intense, speculative reviews and rampant printed pages, because the rock critic was now nothing special, and in the age of internet-conceived democracy, anyone could have a go and have their say. For an issue or two, it was just like the neither good nor bad old days, where things weren’t better, they were just very different. A time when a relatively small selection of superior-feeling rock writers roamed the late-twentieth-century rock planet acting like they owned it, using words, and lots of them, to create a constant forward-looking sense of excitement and discovery, until they ran out of steam, or ran out of places offline to dictate their taste, supervise history, manufacture scenes, promote cults and create the canon with little competition.

         Again, without giving too much away, it is clear from my thinking in the following piece I wrote for Loops who I felt was responsible for the sinister death of Michael Jackson, and probably clear in this introduction, with all the clues that have appeared since, that I haven’t really changed my mind.

         
            *

         

         The answer to ‘who killed him’ lay in some science fiction place between Jackson himself being the culprit, and the rest of us also being to blame. You might not count yourself as part of ‘the rest of us’, but the truth is we all were, all of us who consume and are consumed by popular culture, eventually everyone, watching his life sloppily, nastily end, after what seemed a few years of cliffhanging close calls, from whatever vantage point we adopted. Whether obsessed fan, with enough activist, almost artistic commitment to his cause to be a combination of follower, stalker and lover, possibly driven totally wild by the fanatical nature of your identification, or more of a passive, part-time fan, liking in a low-level, uninvolved way the heat and sweetness of a few of his songs, approving of the way he passed on instructions with an exile’s grandeur and outcast dignity about how there was absolutely nothing wrong with being, or feeling, really weird and turning the whole world into a permanent children’s retreat because you simply don’t know how to cope.

         Maybe you had fond memories of when he had, through song and dance, record and TV, through mingling possibilities, found his power and faithfully escaped a dark past, turning eccentricity and struggle into commanding, life-enhancing exoticism as others had from Louis Armstrong through Thelonious Monk to Nina Simone.

         The time when he was musically on top of the world, plunging upward, using fantasy to fight against banality, a fleet-footed, brilliant-minded, smart-mouthed model of prejudice-battling optimism, dressed to the glittering nines, free within himself, his switched-on gestures plain from the back row of arenas, spurred on to wonderful feats of the imagination, gracefully helping his fans coalesce back into the condition they needed to be in to deal with their own damaged, disjointed lives.

         Beneath the surface, so he sang, relying on a certain amount of trust, of ornamented innocence, we are one – as though the moral urgency and raised consciousness of the 1960s civil rights freedom struggle could be funnelled through the creative, spiritual and commercial development of his eclectic, adaptive performance and positively influence all aspects of American media, entertainment and culture. The hope he brought, the idea that blacks and whites would listen to the same music, where everyone whatever their background should be free to dream, would surely never keel over into hopelessness.

         He was so soft, smooth and cool with a provocative body defying indifference to rule and order. A white angel with black wings floating high above mundane earthly concerns, in the thrilling days when his life seemed to have some form, his music, for all its accessible gloss, defined American grain and his performance articulated and transcended the grim surrealism of modern American blackness. Those final, elevated years, as he approached his late twenties, before he seemed to be always under attack, bullied for being too black or not black enough, for being celibate or over-sexed, for betraying his heritage of rhythm and warmth, charged for the grotesque state of his poor defeated, auto-dissected body, for his pathetic tantrums, his phoney, watered-down songs and thunderous ignorance, his fading powers, decadent vices, wasted excellence and defective morality.

         His only response, we were told, was to install himself in a neglected mansion, make up horror-show renderings of comforting domestic bliss, crawl into bed with groomed, dazed versions of himself, gorge on candy bars, snort pixie dust, drown in cartoons, play with dolls, talk to the animals, curl up in a frightened ball, crave an anaesthetic, cry himself to sleep, stain his pyjamas and mostly miss out on daytime. All that early charming breakthrough black promise turned into nihilistic, conforming mimicry of narcissistic white excess. Delightful little Motown maestro singing his heart out nimbly dancing on the edge of time out became rotten, devious fiasco deep in conversation with himself, hands and voice trembling like water. What the hell happened?

         Maybe you were relatively indifferent but sort of distantly curious as to what on earth his warped once-in-a-lifetime life was actually like – what did it feel like to be Michael Jackson; what did he see in the mirror, swimming out of his eyes? Or you were a member of the scavenging, argumentative media who helped encourage his opulent self-destruction and hounded him to an early death by recording, and distorting, the details of his career and personality and alleged strange perversity, determined to reveal his deepest, darkest secrets because, so they said, their readers and viewers deserved to know. It was, as they liked to say, in the public interest. He meekly gave them everything cruel, mainstream journalism is interested in, especially, of course, at the end; the unusual, the sensational, the improbable, the melodramatic. To some extent, the media was what the hell happened to Michael Jackson, with all of us implicated as consumers and subscribers.

         The media began invading Jackson’s privacy from when he was a showbiz teenager, as if he was dabbling in alchemy, acquainted with malevolent forces, as though they saw something alien and diseased crawling across him. He was brazenly trespassing into an area where he didn’t belong, and therefore they decided he had to be closely monitored. He generated a form of unspecified but actively popular energy that seemed to be mocking them. What was he hiding up his sleeves? The media took him hostage, as they do to such characters when they’ve got nothing better to do, which is most of the time, thinking maybe of course that black sins, and the sins of those that stray from their straight, colourless, fearfully protected set-up centre, are worse than white ones. He was guilty, until proven dead.

         
            *

         

         We were all caught red-handed with a weapon in our hand, and a sort of motive, even if we just wanted to put him out of his misery, and take away the pain, of being publicly loved by so many but never actually loved, it seemed, in private, which you could always feel whenever you heard one of his songs or saw a photograph or video, his blazing nerves magnificently turned to patterns on a screen. You heard a voice full of life and naked desire, and somehow also dread, and saw a dead-eyed man-child with a startling glassed-in face who could move like few others, as though it could be a way to feel safe in his own skin, which was always conspiring to wrong-foot him.

         We were all working as a team to destroy this shadowy, transitional being. Watching him, doing nothing, while he beat himself to death dancing.

         Perhaps some of us, including the victim, just couldn’t stand it anymore – the chaos increasingly marking the life of a mere entertainer, even this extraordinary, transformative entertainer who turned out to be better off dead, where he didn’t have to try to maintain the absurd illusion of stardom under continually ludicrous and farcical circumstances. There were famed entertainers before him who had recommended one way or another through the performance, the event, the after-party of their death that the best way to sustain a certain sort of stardom and avoid having to hellishly repeat forever their own early heights of inspiration was to die. To start singing with the voice of the martyred dead, transient forever. Or, as the phrase started to become in the ten years after Jackson died, take control of their own narrative – in the only way that made a real difference, so that their legends can grow.

         The messiness and meanness of life has a way of ruining the bright, fantastic light of fame; life gets in the way. For Jackson, a seemingly successful life was increasingly filled with problems, addictions and frustrations. All that trivia, all that negotiation, all that ageing, and decaying, all the compromise, the lingering trauma, all that living up to impossible standards, moving yet again from the comforting dark into a harsh, unforgiving spotlight, being surrounded by invented versions of yourself, thousands of visions and revisions, that end up being more real than the real you which is unreal. It’s not good when your dream is to make life a fantasy and act like you’re a king, and then you realise that your dreams are not coming true, but the nightmares are, and in fact the idea you are a king is nothing but an act. You might as well act like a Disney princess, just as close as being a king to who you are, or who you want to be.

         You can spend, lavishly, because you’re made of money, where once you were just looking to get paid, as though the achievement of individual wealth fulfils Martin Luther King’s dream of equality. Your house has a hundred rooms, but you can’t buy happiness. You can’t find your way home, and you spend most of your time in hiding. You’re stared at like you’re sinking into dementia, but that’s no excuse for all the logic-deprived ghastly errors you’ve made. You’re endlessly auditioning, always needing to find a new adventure, a new way of moving, sounding and finding yourself, of glamorously not being normal, and others have learnt from you, and start to do better in the auditions.

         They have sharper routines, flashier sequins, dandier rhythms, pushier representatives, edgier collaborators, cleaner drugs, spookier opinions, fewer injuries, all that fucking auto-tune and those mega-numbered YouTube followers, a slicker, hipper take on rewiring normality and boosting their persona, and seem more what audiences want, what they need.

         You’re being relentlessly tested and insulted. If you’re only as funky as your last cut, you’ve lost the game and you don’t know why. You don’t understand the din and hum that surrounds you. You’ve forgotten where you came from; the crackle and dust in the grooves. You’ve lost sight of the race you’re in. You’re in the distressing dark, feeling the world being devoured by Snapchat speed, and a deluge of rhymes and beats, baroque high-tops and opportunist slogans, reality TV meta-stars, millennial amnesia, endless hyped-up sequels and internationally marketable franchises, sentimentally dazzling juke box musicals and make-believe controversies, all of which seem somehow to have something to do with what happened to you.

         You can’t imagine what’s about to happen in the decade after you die, even as you’d recognise it all, because you predicted it, seeded it, mixing entrepreneurial image-making élan and imaginative determination. It’s all just repeats really since the final episode of your show. Coming after you, as the progenitor of modern entertainment action: parallel styles, energetic reflections, nostalgic reboots, a few rip-roaring forgeries, similar pretence and definitely similar forms of posing and pleasing, however original, globally exaggerated by the insta-technology of the times and the liberated pressure of the newly untethered, directionless masses daily plotting their escape, hypnotised by pixels, authoring their own performance and recording their journey, their never-ending party.

         You were ahead of your time in the way you rejected reality, and replaced it with whatever came to your mind, enacting all sorts of ritual to get what you wanted, treating media as a kind of art form: you can be seen in the loony bragging and sulking of cockeyed Kanye believing he was Yeezy; the lotioned swing of Frank Ocean, the luxury edge of Kendrick Lamar, the family-friendly, good-time risk-taking of Bruno Mars, the calculating star power of Drake, the constantly transmitted post-Wacko decline and fall of Chris Brown of F.A.M.E. and Fortune; the slow dissolve of Johnny Depp; the narcotic off-beat teen sensation of Fortnite, the realigned joy and history of the flamboyantly civic Hamilton; the world-wrecking trash-and-grab reality twists of illiterate evil libertine Donald Trump with his TV eyes, the flash-and-grab tele-hallucinations of avant-garde storytelling superhero Donald Glover; the flirtatious, elevating frenzy zones of Beyoncé; the empty, philanthropic billionaire promises and betrayals of Mark Zuckerberg, his wealth apparently the price of progress; the worldwide screen power of the pale, pale Dragon Queen, the earth-bounding pomp and ceremony of Black Panther, all the corporately sanctioned, diverse freak-saviours and electrifying villains in the expanding Marvel Universe, and the oddly timed deaths in your mysterious spirit of Prince, Whitney Houston, Amy Winehouse and George Michael. Death keeps going through the motions. Death wins hands down. All that commerce, and distraction, all that fun and fame, carries on regardless. Some jump forwards and others fall back. 

         After all, in this dubious digital age, in a world out of control, inside an ever-flowing social media stream, where refugees are going nowhere, children are ripped from their families by Americans following orders, suicide bombers are wrecking neighbourhoods, prisoners are tortured, nations are hacked, privacy vanishes, is wilfully renounced, the imagination shrinks, literature is debased, bullies and emojis rule, shit happens … without the celebrities, their attracting of attention, the famous, the amazingly vain, the notorious and noxious, the skin-deep YouTube gurus, the red carpet regulars and the award nominees, without their comings and goings and various doings, without their stories and the gossip that surrounds them, without their rhymes and costume changes, their talents and flaws, their changes of mind and body, their medicated considerations, their treatment of the truth, their celebration of the self, the power that goes to their heads, what would we have to fill, and kill, time, and how would we model our own lives and grade our own aspirations?

         If you’d stuck around, in all your corrupted, influential, mask-wearing majesty, pulling out from that final coma, pushing open the lid of the coffin and heading into a longer life, you’d have fitted right in, even if you just fitted in as someone who didn’t fit in, as a scoundrel, a scandal, history, social climbing and fantasy turned to shit, because you exploited your fame and all the spinning space and extravagance that came with it to mess with the heads and bodies of vulnerable others. Did you think it was your right? You had no time to think.

         Or maybe in the next ten years you could have proved yourself time and time again as constantly re-constructed superhuman; had headline-inducing comebacks after comebacks, appeared at Glastonbury as an undisputed legend and pop seer, made an autobiographical album with serious-artist intent produced by Kamasi Washington called The Killing of Love, been godfather to North West, ‘owned’ your own streaming site like Jay-Z, been worshipped as Pharaoh of the rising-up gender fluid, as Mahatma of Time’s Up diversity, as self-help Napoleon of the mentally ill. You’d have sung some frosted gospel at the wedding of a new mixed-race American Duchess, who would have been the daughter-in-law of your close cousin in audience-manipulating cunning, Princess Diana, leading to an honorary knighthood. You’d have formed a virtual supergroup called Fairy Tale with Taylor Swift, Grimes’n’Musk, Guardians of the Galaxy’s Groot, Pikachu and a clone of Mahalia Jackson. You’d get your own producing deal with Netflix. You’d have swapped minds with Cardi B for some virtual Disney splendour. You’d be completely at home in a post-truth twenty-first century teeming with surgically modified human brands, psychographic marketing techniques and those trying too damned hard for the sake of their value and their own relevance to say the right thing and support the right cause. You would become more fashionable than ever as the world caught up with the madness of your advertised reality, where the idea that a lie is not a lie if the teller believes it became more and more the way of the world.

         A longer life was never meant to be, even one where you could have lived a little more to see the finished portrait by the activist history painter Kehinde Wiley that you had your people commission months before your death, because you could see what was coming and were arranging your legacy. Finessing your appearance. The painting where you are presented as a king, the star of the show, surely to your exact taste, more than hinting how you saw yourself. You wanted him to paint you because you saw or were shown an exuberantly unsubtle Wiley painting at the Brooklyn Museum of a young black man posing as Napoleon crossing the Alps. That you fancied being turned into loud paint by Wiley shows how seriously you took yourself, and at the same time, how playful you could be; a combination that leads to something garish and hyper-romanticised but paralleling how majestically and heroically the madly powerful and therefore often madly corrupt traditionally liked to represent themselves. Self-serving themselves into jumped-up legend.

         It’s like when you met President George H. W. Bush, very proudly and yet quite matter of factly wearing a make-believe ceremonial soldier’s uniform and a couple of medals that, as writer Dave Eggers noted, you probably presented to yourself. In your mind, you’d been in the wars, issuing orders and planning attacks. You’d seen action. You’d saved lives and lost a few. It was your duty to announce this by meeting the American President in the uniform of a pop star sincerely playing the role of world leader from an abstract new nation where the capital city is Google. What on earth would you have wanted to wear if you’d met the American President who turned out to be image-besotted entertainment fascist Donald Trump, the implausible pair of you convening to sort out the invention of immortality (for a select few, mostly those who wear medals or ties) in an insidiously grand gold temple designed by the flat-white artist Jeff Koons? Perhaps you would have worn a lion’s head, and he would have licked you clean, removing any sticky lingering signs of troubling blackness, of gender confusion.

         In the deliberately overstated Wiley presentation, which is a performance in itself, you are wearing armour under phosphorous clouds, sitting bravely ready for battle on a warhorse that seems part robot, part mythical beast as two flying naked cherubs lay a wreath of laurels on your head. Of course! The ten-feet-tall, reality-breaking painting rises up out of a history you saw yourself as becoming part of, where celebrities, royalty and presidents occupy the same rococo commemorative territory. It rocks up out of the way the baroque Flemish master Rubens celebrated Philip II in the olden days of the seventeenth century. 

         That picture was called Philip II on Horseback; your painting is titled Equestrian Portrait of Philip II. You are a king playing a king. You are at the centre of some story. Of the same story. It’s written – it’s painted – all over your captured expression where you are awed by yourself. Perhaps you are preparing for death’s cold hand, for the flight of your soul. Preparing to meet a holy God as though you are on equal terms. You are no doubt about to burst into a song that makes the spirit strong, music that mourns those who are about to shed blood, or privacy, in a civil war where the battleground is Twitter and Facebook.

         Wiley, committed as much as you to making up history rather than merely relaying and repeating it, known now for his portraits of President Obama, rappers, athletes and street kids, keen to champion and indeed honour what he calls ‘the brown faces’ that went totally missing in Western art, admitted to adding ‘a little cocoa’ to the skin colour you had reached at the time he painted you, at the end of things, when your complexion was the fairest of them all.

         Heaven knows what fancy dress you would have worn at the awkwardly moving 2018 funeral of your father Joe, long labelled as the depraved abuser who had nine more years of simmering infamy after your demise. Maybe one of the medals you would have worn on your funeral uniform would have been for surviving, to some extent, Joe’s diabolical mental and physical pressure. His death at eighty-nine led to a refreshed round of shocked stories about how he terrorised you and your brothers to the point of beating with belts (and even chemically castrating you to preserve your golden falsetto) so that the adolescent Jackson 5 achieved levels of polished entertainment precision that some always suspected required extreme parental intimidation to achieve and maintain.

         A forlorn Father Joe desperately argued in 2010 – to priestess Oprah, of course, who had originally received your illuminating 1993 confessions about the menacing nature of a radical showbiz dad’s disciplinarian tactics – that he was just trying to keep his kids out of jail, and on the right track. And anyway, he claimed, he never beat them, not like the media made out, he just chastised them, with a kind of idiosyncratic interior family strictness that his estranged wife, Kathleen, suggested was usual at the time, especially for an energised, male-heavy, working-class black family hemmed in by changeless racism, religious orthodoxy and social deprivation.

         Maybe that strictness, and a relentless rehearsal regime that erased a so-called normal childhood, did involve a strap, for threatening show, or even a sudden out-of-scale bruising slap. Maybe treating them as his possession he did push the family pop group too much. He wanted his Jackson 5 to constantly work hard, because success would save them from poverty, from a mundane future. The apparent misery of their childhood, constantly chained to their emerging abilities, saved them from an obscure, miserable and powerless life where they were fighting just to get by – with bouncing baby Michael being so obviously the best and therefore getting the worst, and somehow in Joe’s fevered mind the most loving, attention. This was his way of teaching them what was right and what was wrong, his way of fighting the seal of Satan, of building bright fantastic lifeboats that could deal with life’s stormy tide. It wasn’t malice, or at least, there was much more to it than mere maliciousness.

         He marched them in single file, limited their options as individuals, and somehow, even though this surely contradicted the excitement that needed to be pressed into their performance, the necessary beautiful joy of their music, the essential empowering message they transmitted that growing up is fun, perhaps he instilled into them that the idea of having rules is an important part of becoming an adult. Or perhaps they rebelled against his rules, and found in performance the freedom they could keep to themselves and then parade for others.

         He thought it was because of his dictatorial organisation that you were so good, but in fact it was because inside, where the real action was, you were resisting his rules. Inside, you were breaking formation, and planning an escape, desperately wishing to see the variety of the world. As you rehearsed, pirouetting in unison, building up a sweat and feeling real fear, as you followed orders and received punishment, you dreamt of another place, a place of your design, where in winter it always snows popcorn, and if the world could be like your dream, what an exciting place it would be.

         All this measuring, scheming and forward planning meant you were never conventionally a child. All this messing up of being a child and becoming a teenager, this stunting of natural growth, puberty-blocking and macabre control of young energy as part of an exacting professional plan led to a piercing need lasting the rest of your life to be surrounded by children. ‘I find the thing I never had through them,’ you told blessed Oprah, as though this explained everything. You fed off their innocence and purity, a reminder of what was violently snatched away from you, children allowed to be children, searching for places that are safe, all of which led to other problems and a tangle of issues and children not allowed to be children, or safe, at all.

         How far would the sins of the parent have carried? How would your relationship with your own three children have developed if you had been there as they moved into their teens? Would Prince Michael the First and the Second and Paris call you Dad, or Your Majesty, or, you never know, Jacko? What kind of fun would you all be having together? Were you planning a remake of The Sound of Music? What did they know of the stories of how Granddad Joe generated the Jackson 5?

         In the few days after the death of your father and his grandfather, your now twenty-one-year-old son Prince Michael posted a message on Instagram that may have been the sort of statement you might have made on such an occasion, or not close at all to what you or your social media managers would have said. You once said you loved your father, but never really knew him. He remained a stranger, and perhaps he would have even if you lived, however much he pleaded for forgiveness, however many times you met, to talk terms, or look for answers.

         Prince Michael seemed to have got closer to Joe and found the man. In his statement he was angry at the accusations of assault, of coldness, and protective of the Jackson name, clearly getting his information straight from his grandfather – Prince was standing up for you, perhaps, but more immediately, Joe. Without the parenting style of Joe, he said, the Jackson 5 would have joined gangs, or died young and violently. He praised him as a man of great willpower. ‘You taught me to take pride in the Jackson name and what it really means, you taught me dedication in the face of adversity and most of all you showed me strength and fearlessness. There is and never will be someone like you.’

         If you’d lived, perhaps Prince Michael would still have lashed out at those who doubted the methods of Joe, whether you wanted him to or not. But your children were destined – designed – to be left on their own, to work out without your help the eccentricity or not of where they had come from and who and what they were. They were almost made to order more than conceived. The older they got, the harder it would be to hide from them that they were Jacksons, of those Jacksons, and what that stood for. The Jacksons that it seemed the whole world were always judging, and hating, in a world of hate. They had to get their information from somewhere, and as you were missing, Joe, the original creator, stepped in. The information might not have been as non-binary as yours would have been, but it came from the heart of the Jacksons.

         You never had to work out what kind of father you needed to be, whether you needed to put yourself between your children and your father, how you might swallow the pain and let him be simply their kindly grandfather. Would you have become head of the family, Joe snuffed out for the force of his early ambition, with your wounded version of what love is taking over, for better or worse? Would you have expected your children to grow into show business, or run as fast as they could in the other direction, heading towards the radiant bliss of privacy? They didn’t have much choice in the end. They inherited the family cause, and more than most children of celebrities the curse and chaos of fame, which would have enveloped them as they became more conscious of the world their father created, and their unsteady place in it.

         You were not going to be around to solve any of this. It would all take on a life of its own, coiling around your absence and presence, where your once mighty, now failing father outlived you, and took part as much as your children in a Michael Jackson afterlife. You were heading elsewhere.

         
            *

         

         You could never have survived in a world that went woke, that moved to call time on creeps, crooks and tricksters, or at least the ones that were easy to catch, because of an invasive, uncontrollable social media that could via new sorts of leaking acid eradicate the shadows and convenient hiding places more successfully than the old media. You’d had your time and used up all your highs. You’d shown the way, how a life could be one episode of a constant reality show, how much all everyone wants is to be loved, and then headed for the way out. You were doomed in the way only someone as famous and famously fucked up as you could be. Your world was coming to an end. You felt abandoned and under constant investigation where once you were eagerly praised and embraced. Everything you so carefully built had turned into the wreckage your life became. Your feeble, weeping body was getting in the way. Another screw kept coming loose.

         Enough is enough. You’re fed up of saying: oh no, not again. Not me again. Not me. Oh God no. The world is basically baffling. Death gives you a chance to start again, to press the reset button, execute a breathtaking edit, from here to there to blessed nowhere. You can get rid of that body, which caused you so much trouble. You can change the shape of your family, a family that couldn’t save you and that you couldn’t save. A new game can begin, a spectral game of hide and seek.

         Michael Jackson is no longer lonely – I say hours after he’d died, on live peak-time television, to a shining, over-confident presenter looking at me funny because he just wanted to know what my favourite Jackson song was – just ghostly. Just another strange story from the past, one that can be told in so many different ways.
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