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            PRAISE FOR DASHBOARD ELVIS IS DEAD


            ‘I loved this book. It covers decades, continents and a wide cast of brilliant characters, all with seemingly impossible depth … sharp dialogue, vivid descriptions and sideways views of the world … If you want a book that combines brilliant writing with loads of action against a backdrop of well-known real events, Dashboard Elvis is Dead is a great pick’ Katie Allen

            ‘David F. Ross has written a rich and rewarding novel that takes in the culture and social history of both Scotland and the USA, beautifully weaving stories together over decades before bringing them together in a manner which is devastating … proves that David F. Ross is only getting better. And considering his body of work that’s some achievement’ Alistair Braidwood, Scots Whay Hae 

            ‘Gripping, gritty and gloriously written, David F. Ross captures characters, places and moods like few other writers. A real talent; a triumph of a novel’ Martin Geissler

            ‘A mesmerising road trip through the America of Kerouac, Warhol and Reagan. Dashboard Elvis may be dead, but this book is full of vibrant, authentic, colourful life’ Stuart Cosgrove

            ‘This is an ambitious, sweeping novel. The intertwined stories draw you in, asking fundamental questions about fact and fiction. Taut and gritty, Dashboard Elvis Is Dead interrogates truth, and pulses with life’ Donna McLean

            ‘A masterclass in transatlantic intertwining storytelling from one of Scotland’s finest writers’ Derek Steel

            ‘A dazzling, time-hopping patchwork of pop and politics, sewn together with wit and compassion’ Kirstin Innes

            ‘With a rawness and sensitivity that is visceral, this is another extraordinary novel from David Ross’ Random Things through My Letterbox

            ‘A stunning piece of historical and contemporary fiction. Nothing I can say can do it justice. Just read it and you’ll know what I mean’ From Belgium with Booklove

            PRAISE FOR DAVID F. ROSS

            ‘Hardboiled tartan noir with a musical edge, streetwise intelligence and exactly the sense of humour you’d hope to find’ A. L. Kennedy

            ‘Warm, funny and evocative’ Chris Brookmyre

            ‘Few do raw, authentic, almost palpably believable characters better than David F. Ross’ Patrick Barclay, The Times 

            ‘David Ross has carved out an enduring place for himself among contemporary Scottish novelists’ Alastair Mabbott, Herald Scotland 

            ‘A real new talent on the Scottish literary scene’ Press & Journal 

            ‘This is a book that might just make you cry like nobody’s watching’ Iain MacLeod, Sunday Mail 

            ‘By turn hilarious and heart-breaking, more than anything Ross creates beautifully rounded characters full of humanity and perhaps most of all, hope’ Liam Rudden, Scotsman 

            ‘A deeply compelling story about ambition, failure and interpersonal history’ Ewan Morrison

            ‘It’s an amazing book, brilliantly interwoven, giving me the same feeling I had reading James Kelman when I was younger’ Douglas MacIntyre, Creeping Bent 

            ‘Ross tends to eschew purple prose in favour of the black-and-blue kind, and here, it’s as raw as a raked stud on a shin’ George Paterson

            ‘Ross’s fifth novel is his most mature and his most accomplished to date’ Sergio Burns, Ayrshire Magazine 

            ‘It’s great when a book surprises you. This is a story with a punch, clouded by memory and regret’ The Bookbag

            ‘Simply a brilliant debut novel’ John Niven

            ‘Powerful and punchy, with well placed, darker-than-dark humour’ LoveReading

            ‘As warm and authentic as Roddy Doyle at his very best’ Nick Quantrill

            ‘A solid gold hit of a book!’ Colin McCredie

            ‘Full of comedy, pathos and great tunes’ Hardeep Singh Kohli

            ‘Dark, hilarious, funny and heart-breaking all at the same time’ Muriel Gray

            ‘Just brilliant’ Bobby Bluebell
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            For Nadia. Your independent spirit is the soul of this.

            
                

            

            And for Jude and Jamie,

and those they encountered along the way.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘The story is not in the words; it’s in the struggle.’

            —Paul Auster, The New York Trilogy 

            
                

            

            ‘Everybody has their own America … a fantasy America that they think is out there … pieced together from scenes in movies and music and lines from books.’

            —Andy Warhol
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​8th October 2014

         The word is written in chalk on a small, wall-mounted blackboard behind the hotel’s tiny reception desk. It sits under four other words: Thought for the day. I look at it intently, moving closer.

         YES! 

         The exclamation mark is less obvious than the letters. It could be mistaken for a crack in the surface. As if letters and punctuation were put there by different people and at separate times. The power of – or comfort in – positive thinking? Defiance in the face of defeat? From my brief time in the city, I understand these to be indigenous Glaswegian traits.

         Have a nice day, I hear from behind me.

         Impersonal platitudes. A gift to the world from America, my homeland. No need for a response, and it doesn’t receive one from me. The young concierge then asks, Have you had a nice day? and another hotel guest ignores his act. He needs a new scriptwriter.

         The lobby doors swoosh apart. On the outside, the cold is like a mugger. It rushes me. Steals my breath. It takes minutes for my respiratory rate to recover. I’ve been in colder places than this. Much colder. It’s a reminder of how unprepared I am. It is October. I’m primed for incessant rain, sapping the soul. But this cold is unexpectedly raw. A grey pallor coats Buchanan Street, the city’s public spine. The atmosphere somber. Almost devoid of color. Heavy-clad people, angled into the wind’s bitterness, collars up, heads down. In a hurry. Sensing the cloudburst that is threatening to migrate from the west. I attribute this feeling to the aftermath of the brutal referendum. Three weeks ago, Scotland voted to remain part of the United Kingdom. This city houses the highest percentage of the losers.

         I observe the monochromatic urban tapestry. It is my one recognised talent. I lift the lens. Point, focus and…

         Click: Two old men drop crumbs as a determined band of pigeons congregate around their feet.

         Click: A young, tattooed couple kiss aggressively in a sheltered doorway. Consumed by – and consuming – each other. Each has a dog tied to their ankle by its lead. The ugly beasts sit obediently, heads turned outwards. Sentinel gargoyles, guarding the wet embrace.

         Click: A woman with a young child looks up into the rain and points at a shiny, black statue of a man on a horse. The statue is wearing a traffic cone. As is the horse. The child appears uninterested.

         Click: A tall, monolithic building draped in a vast banner. The words PEOPLE MAKE GLASGOW on a shocking backdrop of pink bursting out of the grey.

         Click: An enthusiastic busker murders a familiar song. Only its chorus identifies the victim. All I need is an independent state of mind, he croaks. The song, once obscure, now as universally identifiable with its country of origin as whisky, tartan and an Australian actor with his face painted saltire blue. Of late, this song has descended from hopeful anthem for the ‘early days of a better nation’, to a lament for a lost opportunity. As I can personally testify, it is a song for all seasons. I’m drawn to the busker not just because of the song. But also because of the gaudy, gold-framed, Elvis-style shades that conceal his eyes. I shudder at the cracked lens, visible when I zoom in to his haggard face. It immediately reminds me of Matt back in 1983. Poor, fucked-up Matt.

         The busker drags the refrain out for far longer than in the original song. He’s enjoying an audience of one. I wait for him to finish before advancing. The open guitar case in front of him has a few coins in it. I suspect he contributed most of them to encourage others. But I’ve taken his picture and his downward glances confirm that there’s a price to pay. He smiles broadly. Yellowing incisors frame a tunnel-like gap where the front ones used to be.

         I applaud and reach into a deep pocket to pull out a note. It’s a twenty. Far more than the performance deserved.

         Fuck sake! The busker sighs. Twenty quid? Ah’ve nae change, hen.

         He’s unwilling to give up the coins, but I don’t want them anyway. I put up a palm and his blotched, reddened face lights up.

         Cheers, missus. Ye’ll be rewarded in Heaven, ya wee stoater, ye.

         He might be high.

         I lift the camera and click some more. Capturing a truth. Getting my money’s worth. The busker poses like a professional boxer. His head covered by a dirty white sweatshirt hood. He pulls back his coat to reveal a large YES written across the shirt underneath. He draws a finger under the word, underlining that he was one of the 45% minority. It briefly occurs to me that he could be the musician behind the once-famous song. The battered, pock-marked skin suggests he is certainly old enough. I smile at the ridiculousness of the notion; at the fantastical odds that such a coincidence would represent.
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         For hours I’ve been documenting the people who make this famous Victorian city what it is. Recording the transition of a country as its identity changes. It’s not why I’m here though. Not really. I arrived in Glasgow months ago, searching for several elusive people who might still be here.

         The cold has diminished, replaced by a drizzling dampness that must gnaw at the bones of the old. It’s the type of rain that nags like toothache. That seeps into the pores over weeks rather than drenches a surface in minutes. I long for the warmth of the sun. It’s been thirty years, but I still miss the Texas heat, if little else about my birthplace.

         The light is leaving. Sodium paints glittering patterns in puddles until vehicles spray them. The scurrying citizens avoid them instinctively, tuned in to the rhythm. But I’m caught. Doused by a bus I didn’t see coming, like I’m a Jackson Pollock canvas. But my attention is caught by a gallery of posters on the other side of the junction. Lights change. The traffic halts. And I cross with the multitude. Ten posters in a row; the same smiling woman. Each poster daubed with graffiti. Scribbled penises drip onto her face on seven. Teeth blacked out on four. FREEDOM, in speech bubbles for all ten, but six of those have the word FUCK added above by a different hand.

         The ten posters reflect in their own ways the outcome of the vote. The smiling woman is Anna Mason. One of the slippery people from my past. She is now the rising political star of the Scottish National Party. Their recent loss may yet be her gain. I had hoped to interview her about her plans for her future and about her tumultuous past. But Anna has closed that down. The song defiantly sung by the street busker earlier connects us – emotionally, but financially too. So, I’m waiting. Sometimes doing nothing is best – it allows circumstance to step in and deliver what we seek.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Yes?

         A medium Americano please?

         The barista looks up sharply. The drawl, no doubt.

         Tae sit in?

         Yeah. Thanks.

         Milk wi’ that?

         No. No thanks.

         Anythin’ else?

         No. That’s it. Thank you.

         I’m forced to pay with a card. The busker’s twenty was the only currency I had. It’s a busy establishment. Bustling with activity. Backgrounding the hubbub, I detect the sounds of inoffensive Americana: middle-of-the-road music from my teenage years. Given that much of my free time here has been spent contemplating that period of my life, and the people I shared it with, I welcome the serendipity. It comforts me.

         There is a free table at the window. I drape my saturated coat around the thick industrial radiator next to my seat. Steam visibly rises from it. I’ve only just opened my notepad when an old woman catches my eye. Raindrops drip from her horn-rimmed spectacles. As she removes them, she looks directly at me, and I can’t help thinking that her motherly look provokes the words that I scribble on the pad:

         
            I landed at Momma Em’s sprawling Ingleside home in the summer of 1983, after the life-changing trauma of Matt’s brain injury. 

            Momma Em was a warm, assertive Donna Reed sort – a mom to many children she hadn’t birthed. But not to me. I wanted her to take me into her family. To treat me like the other kids instead of a hired hand. To be the mom that I’d wanted Delphine to be – but that she never could. But there was a distance between us. Momma Em didn’t entirely trust me, and perhaps that explains why I reacted the way I did after the fire that disfigured Rabbit. 

         

         I’m approaching this endeavor in reverse order. Where the journalist records and then transcribes, I find myself writing arbitrary sentences, then committing my memories to tape, using these notes as cues. My professional writing process has always been rigidly structured. The spoken word gives me the freedom to improvise.

         The old woman struggles with a tray containing a pot of tea, a cup, and a large piece of cake on a plate. Her bag hangs from a meaty forearm by its frayed straps. Perhaps acting as ballast. As the old woman sails closer, she seems to nod, smile, and wink at the same time, and in doing so, she reminds me again of Momma Em. The similarity recalls a notion I’ve long held on to: that coincidences might simply be fate’s suggestions.

         Haw, hen, is it aw’right if ah sit doon here, next tae ye? says the old woman.

         I’m sorry? I reply.

         It’s the rapid delivery that confuses me. I’m still adjusting to it.

         Whit for? Whit’ve ye done? she says.

         Uh … I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you properly.

         Yer spare seat, hen. Anybody usin’ it?

         Before I can answer, the tray is down, and the bag has colonized the seat.

         Ah, no. Please, I say.

         Her bag is moved to the floor. The old woman drops onto the seat. She sighs with relief.

         Thanks, lovely. This weather, eh? Bloody burst ye. There’s a guy doon Argyle Street buildin’ a big bliddy ark. An’ folk aw lined up tae buy tickets for it.

         She cackles. She pours her tea. Three heaped spoonfuls of sugar disappear below the surface. She stirs determinedly while looking around herself. Then, just as I begin writing:

         So where are ye fae, hen, f’ye dinnae mind me askin’? That accent’s no’ Govan anyroads, eh?

         The undulating rhythm of the woman’s speech is captivating. Listening to Glaswegians in full flow is like being blindfold on a rollercoaster: exciting, life-affirming, and a little bit scary all at the same time. I slowly close the notepad, preparing to respond. But by time I look up again, the old woman is already elsewhere.

         How ye, Sadie, hen?

         Aye, no’ bad Eileen, says a doppelganger. She shakes the water from a small umbrella as she strolls towards us. She looks quizzically at me.

         Did ah hear right … your Charlie’s wife’s back? Sadie asks.

         Naw, says Eileen. Who did ye hear that fae? She tuts. That wee midden’s long gone. Robbed him blind when he went inside, the bitch. Aye, good riddance tae bad rubbish. He’s been put through enough. Tryin’ tae get himsel’ sorted oot.

         That’s good. Tell him ah’m askin’ efter him.

         A nod of Eileen’s head suffices. Eileen pats my knee. The touch jolts me. She leans forwards, stern-faced, as if she is about to accuse me of something.

         This lovely lassie’s just gie’d me her spare seat. She’s no’ fae Glesga, are ye hen? Eileen’s speech has slowed, allowing me to understand it better, but the exaggerated annunciation has me feeling like an imbecile.

         No, I’m from the States … Texas, originally.

         Ooh, lovely, says Sadie. John Wayne an’ Red Adair an’ they chewy chocolate bars that stuck tae yer wallies, ’member them?

         Uh…

         Eileen laughs at my puzzlement. She points at me to reinforce it.

         D’ye know, ah walked in an’ ah wis thinkin’ that her skin looked far too tanned tae be fae ’roon here.

         I suddenly stiffen. I’m primed for a slight, but none comes. Sadie guffaws at her friend’s observation. It’s a loud, hearty look-at-me type of laugh. I imagine it being forged in a large family where loudness was rewarded with attention. Maybe I should have been louder?

         The old women laugh on together. It doesn’t feel like a continuation of the previous laugh. It doesn’t seem to be prompted by anything else though. Just two old friends laughing contentedly at nothing.

         See ye at the Gala, th’night, Sadie?

         Ye will, that. Must be about ma turn wi’ they numbers. Huvnae won big since Moses wis a wean!

         Both women laugh again. Sadie walks away to join the queue at the counter. Eileen opens her newspaper. She leans to one side and whispers to me out the side of her mouth, as if we are Cold War spies passing a secret.

         Poor Sadie, her man died a fortnight ago.

         Oh. I’m not quite sure of what else to say. That’s dreadful, I eventually add.

         Aye, she mumbles. He wis a right bastart though, so nae great loss, ah suppose. Still, ye’d miss a gammy leg wi’ gangrene if it got cut off, eh?

         I check my phone. No messages. My plans for the next few days depend on one. I resist the urge to look at Twitter. I put the phone back in my pocket and reopen my notebook, and as I do so, the café’s hubbub simmers down for a moment, and I hear it: ‘She’s Gone’, prodding at me from the coffee shop’s speakers. It’s funny how you remember summers by the records you heard; and two records stood out during 1983 – that tumultuous year when everything changed for me. There was ‘She’s Gone’ and Laurie Anderson’s ‘O Superman’. Neither were released that year, but I’ve come to associate them with it. With AJ Carter. I start writing:

         
            Years later, rereading my journal entries, I am surprised at how dispassionate they are. I had diarized AJ’s killing in the same way. As if I was emotionally removed. As if it wasn’t my school. As if it hadn’t taken place on the sports field on which I’d competed. As if he wasn’t my – I couldn’t write it then and I still struggle to – boyfriend. 

            …Yeah, I thought I’d reminisce some more. That’s all this is, right? 

         

         It’s hard to concentrate. I’ve become aware of the old woman mouthing the headlines that she’s reading.

         Ach, pish, says Eileen.

         That is not one of the headlines.

         Pish, she repeats.

         Is everything alright? I ask her.

         Whit’s that, hen? she asks, perhaps realizing that she’s been louder than she intended. Aw, it’s nothin’, love. Bloody lottery numbers. Fifteen quid a week for ower twenty year. Sweet F.A. She sighs. Christ, if ah’d just saved aw that money, ah could’ve done a Shirley Valentine, an’ left that useless toerag behind!

         Glaswegian women like Eileen seem happy to laugh at their own misfortune.

         Then a punchline with an acerbic edge:

         Freedom, eh?

         Eileen folds her newspaper. She pours more tea. She takes the teabag from the pot. She squeezes it tightly against the cup. She wraps it in a tissue. She puts it in her bag.

         Minutes pass, me writing, the old woman staring quietly out of the window. Driving rain now pounds the pavement. An older man moves into the view, framed by the wooden window surround, noticeable because of his struggle against the rain, and against the general direction of the other pedestrians. He appears to trip over something. He’s down. The old woman rises immediately. She, Sadie and two others are outside in a flash. Like geriatric Avengers. I watch them tending to their fallen, sodden comrade without a thought that I should be out there helping them. My first instinct is always to observe. The rest of Eileen’s cake has gone. It resurfaces outside in the hand of the old man. The old woman lifted it so deftly, I didn’t even notice.

         The group returns. The old man’s lips are laced with chocolate. His eyes are glazed. He may not have tripped over anything physical.

         Daft aul’ goat, says the old woman. She’s back in the seat next to me.

         Is he alright? I ask.

         Ach aye. He went doon there as if he’d been shot by a sniper. Ah saw him clutchin’ his chest. Ah thought it wis his heart.

         She slurps at the cold tea.

         He had his fags in the top pocket an’ he wis tryin’ tae save them fae gettin’ squashed.

         A loud cackle accompanies a shake of her head.

         Aye, even when we’re pished, we never forget about life’s priorities, eh?

         I smile. I watch her gather her things. And then I return to the page.

         
            Larry. Poor Larry. Larry told good stories.

         

         Listen, hen, ah’ll need tae go. Get his tea oan. Nice chattin’ tae ye. Eileen stands. Ye away somewhere nice, yersel?

         Eh, well … I’m not too sure. I have a meeting at Petershill Drive.

         Having been set to leave, the old woman sits down again.

         Aye? Ye need tae watch yersel’ up at they Red Road flats, hen. It’s no’ the nicest ae places. Ma boy’s oot that way. He’s no’ had his troubles tae seek, like. Eileen leans in closer. Whit’s yer business up there?

         She won’t go until I elaborate, it’s clear. I find it disconcerting to be discussing something so personal with a stranger. I wish I’d simply said no or invented something.

         I’m here to catch up with someone I haven’t seen in a very long time.

         I surprise myself.

         If they’ll see me, that is, I add.

         Yes!

         I look at the old woman. The old woman winks and glances downwards.

         Yes? she says again; this time inquisitively.

         I look down at the page. I had written the word several times without being aware of it; like a tableau of absent-minded doodles.

         Is it yer fella? Ye got a man up they towers? Did he propose? Is that who yer writin’ tae? Is it a love letter? Is that whit yer writin’?

         Her questions rip into me like I’m in the dock. But then she softens:

         That’s awfy … romantic, hen.

         Ah, no. No, that’s not what I’m writing. I stutter.

         A polygraph chart of this conversation would resemble an outline of the Grand Canyon.

         I don’t know what this is, I admit.

         There are few blank pages remaining in my notebook, and this is volume number twelve.

         The old woman tilts her head. The old woman touches my knee. Again. Once again, I flinch.

         Yes, says Eileen. She’s giving me the answer to the question she thinks is troubling me.

         If only more ae us had said yes. She tuts.

         What’s the worst that could happen? Trust yersel, love. Ye’ll dae fine.

         The old woman stands. Smiles.

         Cheerio, darlin’, she says. Aw the best wi’ waitin’ for yer man.

         The old woman opens the door. She leans forwards to bolster herself against the angular rain. And then she’s gone. Another one of these fleeting encounters that I always attach so much significance to. I’m left wondering whether the old woman will give our conversation a further thought. As she heads home, or later today, or next week, or in a year’s time.

         Ah wonder if that American lassie ever did say Yes? 

         I pick up my phone. The call rings out. Once again. I am politely encouraged to leave a message by an anonymous female voice.

         Hi. It’s me again. I’m sorry for leaving so many messages, but I really want to see you once before I go back to the States.

         There’s a gap. All she’ll hear is my breathing. I’m not sure what else to say, especially if this is my last chance. I don’t want to plead. I simply say,

         Yes. I do.

      

   


   
      
         
            PART ONE:

            1983 – The Land of the Free

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A State of Independence (1)

            by Judithea Montgomery

         

         Humble, TX. Yes. It wasn’t always bad.

         
            1: My favorite dungarees. The white sneakers I found when I was nine. Yes. And my Starsky & Hutch T-shirt. Oh. Yes. 2: The big rusting skillet everything was cooked in. 3: Sizzling catfish from the fishing trips to Lake Houston. Hmm. Yes. 4: The clouds of cigar smoke mixing with the meat smoke (when Larry’s money stretched far enough for both). Yes. 5: Gonzales. The belligerent beer-drinking hound that hated everybody. (Gonzales – or Gonzo – was Larry’s dog. I tried to poison him, and he bit me. He liked me after that.) 6: The fresh paint from Ed White’s new fence. 7: The taste of the Cognac. Hmm. Yes. Like the best maple syrup ever made. Dripping slowly down my twelve-year-old throat. The burn from it. Yes, yes. Replacing my take with Larry’s after-shave. Hoping (in vain) it would make Momma sick because she’d made Larry ground me. 8: The nights when Larry tended bar. 9: ‘O Superman’. Playing it incessantly. Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha. It droned, and drove Momma crazy in the days before I left. Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha. 10: When love is gone, there is always justice / and when justice is gone, there is always force / and when force is gone, there is always Mom. 11: The thick gasoline smells of the trailer park. Dirty engine parts everywhere. Oily puddles. 12: Interstate 69: The Greyhound to Houston with stolen money and second-hand roller skates. Yes. 13: And Adam John Carter. Hmm. Mutual attraction. Yes. AJ. Yes! 14: ‘I love you.’ ‘I love you, too.’ 15: Me, fifteen years old, and three of the bases. Hmm. The solid feel of him. Yes. 16: Ice cubes and homemade piercings. Yes. 17: The fake ID. The Lyons Park drive-in. Yes. 18: Popcorn. Soda spilling, and An Officer and a Gentleman. 19: The last night. The last, lingering, probing kiss. Hmm. Yes. 20: To the memory of AJ Carter. Yes.

         

         If the truth of any situation is merely how we choose to memorialize it, then it’s surely important to commemorate the good things.
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         The darkness, when it descended, it descended on the whole town.

         Not just on me.

         But that’s not how it felt.

         It felt like it was mine, alone.

         4th June 1983:

         It is my birthday. Sweet sixteen. Delphine Toussaint, my mom, has allowed me to stay home from school. Larry is driving a car to Dallas for his boss. So Momma wants some company, I guess. She is in a good mood. Sober too. That will make it particularly memorable. We sit on the porch. We laugh about Gonzo chasing a rabbit. And Gonzo’s fat hairy ass getting jammed in a gap in Ed White’s fence.

         Aw Jeez, Jude, Ed wails. I’m gonna have to paint that again now!

         But even he can’t prevent a smile at our big, dumb dog’s attempts to free himself. Mom and I shake so hard at this. That rare type of uncontrollable laughter where you can’t even speak. Your jaws ache. Tears fall, but they’re the good kind for once. I’m going to pee my pants if my pelvic muscles lose control too.

         Ed is a new neighbor. He came around and introduced himself when he moved in. He seems nice. The others around and across from us aren’t nice. Uppity niggers, I’ve heard whispered when out doing circuits. Mom’s boyfriend Larry … Larry Espinosa, a Mexican, is guilty by association. We have two paid jobs in our house: Larry’s, at the bar, and my weekend shifts at the local store. That is so unusual around here by itself it would attract opprobrium, but the even bigger issue for many of our neighbors is that I’m at Humble High School on an athletics scholarship. One of my grade-school coaches had gotten a job there and recommended me for one of a two-student program. My previous school still bore the old signs that segregated the public restrooms and the drinking fountains, yet this poor white-trash community we call home fixates on our limited social privilege because we aren’t white.

         We come inside. We sit on the sofa. My mom in her regular place, me on an arm. We eat ice cream. We watch an old movie. I am happy.

         And then the darkness comes. Stability gives way to confusion. Joy interrupted by tragedy.

         Sirens screaming past isn’t news. Only a month past, Al Havens took a shotgun and fired it at his neighbor over a disputed bet. The sirens were loud then too. They only stopped when Al Havens was dead. He’d tried to give himself up, Larry said, but the cops shot him anyway. Just to be sure. That happens a lot in our community. Doubt rarely benefits the Black locals. Thirty-eight people dead in five years, usually following domestic altercations. But this cacophony is different. It is something out of the ordinary. Something remarkable. By mid-afternoon, the sirens have escalated into an unhinged orchestra of chaos. Something big is happening downtown. A large fire, maybe. Or a multiple RTA on the highway. We remain sure that it is something accidental.

         A month earlier:

         It begins innocuously enough. Larry gets a call. He is always getting a call. This time, he’s to collect a set of expensive golf clubs and drive them over to the new course. The one that just opened, out west of the airport. Momma is days into a withdrawal temper, so I go with Larry, just to get out of her range.

         Jack designed it, but I’m sure Lee helped him, Larry says, like Jack and Lee are his drinking buddies from the bar. It seems strange to me that Larry can get so excited and animated about a course they’d never let someone like him play. Larry is never happier than when scuttling practice shots off the Texas hardpan over the trees behind us. Golf is his dream. Larry has a fertile imagination. If you keep quiet and out of sight, you can hear him addressing the ball. Commentating in the third person. He’s part of a three-ball with Nicklaus and Trevino. Trevino is Larry’s hero. Trevino is a professional Mexican. Larry is a real Mexican. Trevino was dirt poor once. Larry is dirt poor still. Trevino can play the new course. He is an acceptable outsider. He’s overcome his poverty, like it was a disease. He has been cleansed. Larry isn’t cleansed.

         Never thought I’d ever get the chance, he says as we drive up Farrell Road. He is referring to seeing the course, not playing it.

         The turning is on us before we know it. And the turning is tight. A sharp right into a dense tree belt. No signs. The rich white people it has been created for don’t want it to be easy to find. A few twisted bends later and we reach the gatehouse. Metal capitals on the imposing gates read: THE LOCHINVAR GOLF CLUB. The place has a Scottish heritage. As do I. On a plate under that: Private Members Only. Two guards come out. One tall, one small. Stetsons tilted forwards. Both holstering weapons. Anticipating trouble. Right hands held higher than lefts. Both wandering around the car. Eyes darting around the inside like they’ve observed the cops doing. Aspiring to be someone more powerful.

         Help you, sir? asks the taller guard. He speaks to Larry but looks at me. My eyes are level with the butt of his revolver. It has worn black tape wrapped around it.

         I’m here for Mr Oliver, says Larry.

         Which one? asks the taller guard.

         Uh … Drayton, Larry replies. He hesitates as if unfamiliar with his boss’s first name.

         Which one? stresses the smaller guard. Larry looks puzzled.

         Senior or junior? The patience of the taller guard is being stretched.

         Hmm. Senior, I guess. The taller guard opens a hand and wafts it, exhorting Larry to continue with our purpose.

         I have the clubs … in the trunk. The golf clubs. Mister Oliver’s clubs, says Larry.

         His nervousness is obvious.

         Mister Drayton Senior, Larry adds.

         The taller guard looks at the smaller guard.

         He, uh, asked me to bring them to him, says Larry. Finally.

         Wait here, says the taller guard.

         Wait there, echoes the smaller guard, pointing to a there as his superior speaks into a walkie-talkie. A few nods of the head. Another glance at me. Then a shake.

         Okay, you go through. Someone will meet you at the top of the drive. Don’t get out of the car, says the taller guard.

         His smaller colleague removes his hat. He rubs a stubby hand across an aggressive crew cut. He heads back to the gatehouse and then the gates open slowly.

         Not her, says the taller guard. He is standing in front of the car. She stays here.

         Larry shrugs at me as the car pulls away through the gates and into the verdant nirvana of his fantasy. The taller and smaller cuckoos retreat into their timber-paneled clock house. And I am left. Sat cross-legged on the roadside in the blistering sunshine.
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         I don’t see him approaching. I have lost all sense of time passing. Larry seems to have been gone hours.

         Hi, he says.

         I stare up at him. The sun is directly behind him. At first, I can’t see anything but his muscular outline.

         I’ve seen you around Humble High, he says. You run track, don’t you? I’m AJ.

         My eyes adjust and I know him. Adam John Carter. AJ in bold university-style font on the deepest-blue shirt. He is a star high-school quarterback. From the celebrated team. The golden generation. He and his father, the politician Devlin Carter, have been successfully courted by the Houston Cougars. I know some of this. It is big Humble High School news. AJ Carter won’t know anything of me. Not even my name. Just perhaps that I run sprints in the school track team two grades below him. We were both awarded a sports medal on the same day over a year ago. Were positioned at opposite ends of a wide-framed group photograph. Delphine didn’t purchase a copy when she had the chance, but the original still hangs in the school’s large public foyer. He can’t have remembered me from that day.

         It’s Jude, right?

         I look down. My store name badge? Nope. I don’t have it. I can’t believe it. How can he know?

         Yeah, I stutter. Unsure of myself.

         Are you okay out here? he asks.

         This is not a place for the likes of me.

         Uh … yeah. Sure. Thanks. I have to wait here for my, uh … for Larry. Um, he’s my momma’s… I tail off because AJ Carter can’t possibly be interested in my reasons for being here. He shakes his head.

         I hate this club an’ their stupid rules, he says. Do you want to sit in my car? He nods over his shoulder towards the vehicle.

         Mister Carter? The taller guard emerges from the timber gatehouse. He advances toward us. Perhaps he’s concerned that I present a threat to the young white sportsman almost a foot taller than me. Are you okay, sir? The taller guard presses his concern. Just doing his job.

         AJ Carter smiles knowingly at me as he opens the passenger-side door.

         The expensive golf clubs Larry is transporting to the Lochinvar Golf Club are a gift from Larry’s boss to Devlin Carter, for his son, AJ. Larry’s boss is repaying a favor with this gift. Devlin Carter’s favorite son has been summoned to accept the gift in person. And to be paraded in front of his father’s golf-club fraternity before heading to the University of Houston in the fall. AJ Carter doesn’t want to be here.

         You look a bit … lost, he says. He laughs. I do too.

         I could drive you back, if you’d like, he says. You could tell me more about you?

         He is polite. And his interest seems genuine. But what is there to tell? I am a watcher. Constantly on the periphery of things. A loner. Tall, flat-chested. Invisibly asexual. I have few friends, since access to Humble High School for someone like me isn’t a birth right. I don’t really fit anywhere, other than on the athletics field.

         I am wary about who I trust. I might be open to someone in the halls one week, the next week they might use the ‘N’ word. Or I’ll overhear low-level locker-room jealousy that my speed across the track is down to genetics. Centuries of practice borne of running away from the white man. Those who speak and act this way probably don’t consider themselves to be racists – and are most likely parroting opinions that they’ve grown up around. They might even come to consider their younger selves as just stupid, thoughtless kids being obnoxious to each other. Drilling down deep for a reaction. But it does happen. And it hurts. And that word, nigger, it has never lost its power to cut deep and right to the bone. To demean and isolate. I’ve learned to be detached.

         The gates open. Larry drives the car through them. He pulls up next to the taller guard. I see Larry leaning over, and then the taller guard points at AJ Carter’s Chevrolet.

         Thanks, I say. I better go.

         Where are you goin’ for spring break? he asks.

         It takes me so much by surprise that I lie without even thinking.

         Uh, San Francisco, I tell him.

         If only. Perhaps someday.

         Cool. I’m just headin’ back to Fort Liquordale, he says. He flicks the head of a plastic Elvis Presley figure on the dashboard. It smiles back at us, legs spread, finger pointing. The figure’s head bobbles and wobbles. He flicks it again and Elvis falls over, the adhesive on the base giving way.

         That’ll be me, he says, and then, Uh-huh-huh! He laughs and then seems embarrassed because I don’t.

         I should go, I say. Again.

         I’ll see you in school? he says. Upturned at the end. He is asking my permission.

         Yeah, I say. You will.

         My face is flushed. I’m not sure what to make of his attention.
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         Larry hadn’t gotten out of the car further up the drive. He hadn’t even made it to the members’ car park. Security was tight because there were VIPs visiting. A second gatehouse, with two more diligent guards – that was as far into the hallowed grounds as Larry was permitted to go. He didn’t get to see the course, or the clubhouse.

         No teamsters. No trailer trash. And most definitely no Black – or even mixed-race – females. Unless they merely strive to keep the place clean. And as for Mexicans? Well, there can only be one Lee Trevino. He wouldn’t be exceptional, otherwise, would he?

         Our drive home is conducted in silence.
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         I sit on our rotting timber porch every day, watching Larry dig up the early-season bug larvae. Occasionally I read, but I do little else. I think about AJ Carter a lot during the Easter vacation. I think about his freedom and contrast it with my own. Confined to this trailer park complex surrounded by people who never go anywhere. I hate this seasonal imprisonment. My subjugation. I imagine him on the Florida beaches. Playing volleyball in his shorts with his friends. Laughing. Letting off steam. Getting school and exams out of his system. Getting wildly drunk and the wild, drunken dancing afterwards. Having unprotected sex in convenient roadside motels. Sowing oats. Recharging as only the children of means are permitted to. Maybe even getting arrested. Things to brag about during the comfortable life that stretches out in front of him like a wide, open interstate highway. I think about him spending more money in one hedonistic week than Mom and Larry can spend on food in eight. Thinking about him like this gives me a panicked trembling in the pit of my belly. And it aches this time. Because, despite the unlikeliness of common ground, despite my ordinariness, his remarkableness – despite everything, I like him.

         I see AJ Carter six times in the week following the return to school. I can’t say I was looking for him specifically, but in a student population of over two thousand, that seems too coincidental.

         Strangely, given the significance I’ve attached to everything since, I can’t recall the lead-up to our first date. The precise words. Whether he stumbled over them nervously or delivered them with the assured confidence of a popular prom king. Much of the weeks that followed has been blanked out. Like a protective cover has been thrown over them to preserve them as sacred.
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         We’ve been hanging out in the shadows for a couple of weeks. Just the two of us. No-one else. We take the Greyhound into Houston. AJ’s idea. He wants to go to the new skate park. Devlin Carter doesn’t approve of skateboarding, fearing what injury could do to his son’s varsity prospects. Devlin Carter – a Republican senator, no less – wouldn’t approve of me. I would cause a different type of injury.

         No-one knows where we are. We decide to go roller-skating instead. I don’t have my own roller-skates. AJ gives me roller-skates. He says he has stolen them. But I suspect he bought them. I’m sure he is sparing me any embarrassment. It’s sweet, both the gift and the lie. I find it endearing.

         What type of music do you like? he asks on the bus.

         We are slowly edging past the initial attraction.

         Not sure, I say, giggling. I like Stevie Nicks. I like Hall & Oates.

         Really?

         You’d expect me to like somethin’ a bit less … Ivy League white boy? I am chiding him. But not really.

         No, no … um, that’s not what I meant.

         His pale cheeks blush.

         Like Marvin Gaye? Or maybe James Brown, or… And then he starts singing.

         People sat in seats in front turn around with looks of bemusement. Then disgust. He sings louder.

         More passengers turn. A ripple effect that washes up to the driver’s seat. I glimpse the driver looking in the mirror. AJ stands. He looks down at me. A hand on his chest, the other waving freely before his hips swivel, and he points like the dashboard Elvis from his car. He serenades me as the people at the front of the bus frown their disapproval of us, the white quarterback and his racially indeterminate female companion.

         She’s gone, she’s gone 

         Oh I, oh I … I better learn how to face it. 

         He sings louder. It’s amazing the unshakeable self-confidence that a secure future can breed. I blush. But it is exhilarating. We don’t reach Houston. The driver puts us off his bus at Kinwood. We walk home. Ten miles or so. Laughing, skipping, me on AJ’s back. Him briefly on mine before we topple over. We ignore the protesting horns from cars as they pass us. We repeat the ‘ha’ breathing sound from ‘O Superman’ for almost thirty minutes. It is the best day I can ever remember having.

         4th June 1983:

         2.25pm.

         Momma goes outside. She stands on the trailer’s porch.

         No sign of smoke, I hear her say.

         Then a more distant voice yells: Somethin’ goin’ down at the High School.

         But it’s a statement, not speculation.

         
             

         

         2.50pm

         We take Gonzo and walk. Some people run. Our pace naturally quickens. Everyone is heading in the same direction. And those that aren’t stand and stare towards the high school. I see old women at the five-and-dime hold trembling hands over their open mouths. The shockwaves have rippled this far already, it seems.

         
             

         

         3.30pm

         Oh my God! screams one woman repeatedly. Those poor boys! she manages to yell before being helped away from the police cordon. A large group has gathered. The road down to the school gates is now blocked. The insistent wail of the sirens has been supplemented by the buzz-buzzing of the overhead media helicopters. Flying low and competing for the shot.

         What happened? asks my mom. No-one answers her.

         
             

         

         3.45pm

         Well, Christ Jee-sus! The radio’s sayin’ eleven of ’em. Eleven of those boys. All gone. Dear God in Heaven.

         The man who says this is on his knees. Tears stream down both cheeks. He stands and calls on his Lord and punctuates the calls with awful high-pitched yelling noises. It’s as if he is possessed, like many who crutch religion often seem. Three women and another man run to him. He collapses as they reach him. Momma leads me away. Further to our right, on the other side of the stream near the school fence, a large group of students are hugging and crying. Paramedics tend to them. Beyond them, another cluster. And further round, on the edge of the tree belt, another. Each much larger in size than the previous.

         It’s the football team! I hear another man’s voice in the distance.

         He’s shot the fucking football team! shouts the man.

         It is my birthday. Sweet fucking sixteen. Life – and all its challenges – stretches out in front of me.
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         Their bodies aren’t yet cold. There is widespread support for the bereaved in the wake of yet another mass shooting. But nothing will change. Devlin Carter’s Republican colleagues rally around the Second Amendment like it was the Alamo. Death has descended on Humble, and a compliant media is on hand to capture it. The death of an American dream. The right-leaning side of the dream. The one where an individual can achieve anything they want in life regardless of their race, religion, gender, or sexuality, so long as they are prepared to work hard enough to achieve it. The all-white American Dream that does go better with Coke. That does star Natalie Woods and Steve McQueen or Bullwinkle and Julia. That does come with a Jim Webb theme tune sung by Glen Campbell or The Rare Earth. The Suppression That Will Always Be Televised. There’s your commercial tagline, middle America.

         I live alongside those who are conveniently brushed out of sight. Those individuals who can’t – or won’t – work hard enough. And those who might hold down multiple minimum-wage jobs and still can’t dream of ever owning their own home. Those forced to pay unreasonable rents for sub-standard properties. Those whose greatest hope in life is that they never fall ill. Those with a hand permanently out for welfare. That’s my community. That’s our immediate neighbors: the ones who despise Delphine and Larry because the mixed-races are somehow worse than Black people.

         Although I’m aware from first-hand experience of the gulf between those who have and those who have not, I remain naïve about the restrictions my ethnicity, my background and my gender will impose on my future. The continuing fortune of the scholarship relies on maintaining a certain performance level on the field. The middle-class teenagers I share the classroom with do not have that pressure. Our deprived little part of Humble, where the trailer-trash kids live, sees none of the oil money that Reagan’s early presidency was built on. There is none of the palpable optimism that sustains Houston and Dallas – the boom cities that are gaining international capitalist attention.

         14th June 1983:

         AJ’s funeral is the eighth of the fourteen. His receives the most coverage. An unstoppable outpouring of grief for the school’s star quarterback. I enter at the back of the vast, modernist Christian Church, with its vaulting concave timbers rising to a peak like it is the mould for an upturned boat’s hull. I sit in the rear pew. The closest position to a side exit. Those in front and to the side of me have leathery skin, artificially ripened by the sun that shines righteously on condos down in the Florida Keys. My natural brown tone is lighter. Yet I am still their inverse, their opposite in every conceivable way. An older, paler Ruby Bridges, freed from the canvas of Norman Rockwell’s The Problem We All Live With. I listen to the praise and the celebration and the regrets, and observe the restrained public grief politely expressed for a young, promising life taken far too soon. I don’t recognize the eulogized him.

         The death of an American Dream, says the minister. God-fearing Republican heads nod in agreement; the young man they are burying today was the epitome of their own American Dream. He represented their truth. The canvas onto which they painted their own vicarious ambitions. They grieve for themselves. Less for him. ‘From the Depths of Woe’ rings out enthusiastically, despite the doleful context. They exhort their Lord to turn a gracious ear. They lament their loss – a glorious young man with his whole adulthood ahead of him has been ripped from them. They acknowledge that no man can glory in God’s sight. And no-one is blaming God, for theirs is a God this congregation sees in their own likeness and not the other way around, and to apportion blame to God would be to acknowledge that He had forsaken them and the money that had built this House. It wasn’t an act of God that caused Timothy Allen Rennick to drive to his high school that May afternoon. To park up near the sports field. To advance towards his former team-mates and to fire bullets indiscriminately from an automatic rifle into their huddled bodies.

         Those numbers. Twelve eighteen-year-old football players and two coaches, neither yet thirty years of age. Nobody can comprehend why he did it. What could’ve caused a good, white Christian boy from a good, white Christian family to act so savagely. To behave like an unprincipled savage. The sense of disbelief clogs the humid summer air, irritating everyone like a pesticide dusted over the entire city.

         The savage is still alive. Leniency – perhaps even argued for by some of the people in this room – may yet save this privileged young man from a death-row gurney. Leniency can help them to understand what drove him to it, this barbarian brutality. Had he been Black, it would be easier for them to understand. Had he been Black, he’d be dead already. No need for trained negotiators to talk a Black boy down. The death of an American Dream, says the minister. Again, but slower. Underlining it as if this short life only makes sense when summed up by hyperbole. So much was expected of AJ Carter. He was destined for success in every aspect of his life. But the subject of this awful sermon is a different AJ Carter. The AJ I briefly knew didn’t want his life’s achievements to have been handed to him on a silver platter. My version of him didn’t want to go to the University of Houston. Didn’t want to study law. Didn’t want to follow his daddy and his grandaddy into Grand Old Party political circles. And didn’t want to spend conspiratorial whisky weekends with the likes of Larry’s boss over at the Lochinvar.

         The AJ Carter I briefly knew wanted to escape from a life mapped out by others. He wanted to hit the road, Jack. To travel America and then keep going when America ran out. He talked of Kerouac. Of Allen Ginsberg. Of Bob Dylan. What did I know of the life, the love, the personal desires, and the cinemascope wishes that they sparked in him? At sixteen, I barely knew these names. But I came to appreciate what they represented for him. Freedom. And independence. The twin pillars of a dream that America denies so many of its own people. Everybody has their own version of the American Dream. Paradoxically, escaping the one painted at his funeral service was the kernel of AJ Carter’s. And gradually, as the darkness lifted, it became mine. That was his legacy.

         The loss experienced by those who surrounded me in that church on that awful day in 1983 must have been immeasurable. None of them knew who I was, or why I was there, or how I could have known their boy so intimately. But I understood their grief. I just didn’t understand my own. His body left the building to the southern, plinky-plod piano death march of Elvis Presley’s ‘Amazing Grace’.

         Yes, I too was blind but now I see.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Ballad of the Band (1)

            by David F. Ross

         

         Why do we write about anything? I ask myself that question regularly, and not just in the dark hours when words dance on the periphery of my imagination but like truculent children, refuse to co-operate. Writing is a chore. Words that should fit together like Japanese tenon joints jar like ill-fitting false teeth. I get up and I move away. I change position. Cigarettes and alcohol. Anything to kick-start a bit of creativity. I try to fool myself. No-one will read these words, in any case. But that doesn’t work. I remind myself that any writing is only about the writer. I hope that universal truth will alleviate the burden of imminent criticism. It’s about me. My truth. My perspective. If the point of writing is for the writer to determine who they are, to express that in ways that are unique, then who gives a fuck if nobody gives a fuck?

         I once authored a work entitled ‘Ballad of the Band’. It’s undoubtedly what you know me for – if my name does ring any bells, that is. Immediately prior to it being published in a fashionable UK magazine, I was a young, aspiring writer. I’d had a few inconsequential pieces placed here and about; nowhere of note. But like many who write, I was struggling. In much the way I’ve described above. Struggling to find the point in writing anything at all. I imagined what else I could do with the ridiculous amounts of time it absorbed. Building a wall. Fixing a leaking tap. Digging a fucking hole, only to fill it in again once dug. Anything else but sit for days in front of twenty-six letters that I couldn’t drill into meaningful composition.

         Writing became an unrewarding habit that was affecting my fragile mental health. I read the work of others, searching for inspiration, but found only desolation in the knowledge that where they soared with angels, I stumbled and tripped. Writing didn’t provide me with a means of making a living. But I didn’t need a career – in writing, or in anything else. My late father was a musician. A relatively unknown one, his singular contribution to popular culture was the part-composition of a song, which, while not specifically about Christmas, has become a staple of the festive season. From the end of October to the start of Hogmanay, you’ll hear it hundreds, if not thousands, of times. From street buskers to department stores, hairdressing salons to television adverts. It’s everywhere. It will drive you mad. You can’t escape from it. Unless you kill yourself.

         Most people intent on suicide and drawn to a river, throw themselves from a bridge spanning it. My father couldn’t swim. He hated the thought of being in open water throughout his life. His dry body was found, twenty feet above the Clyde, hanging from the City Union Bridge in the early hours of 1 January, 1978. There were other factors involved. It wasn’t solely attributed to the song. The day after my sixteenth birthday, my mother, having fulfilled the terms of the job as she saw it, left us. My father never got over this. Any guilt he had over his own failings he deftly transferred to me. He spent the rest of his life reminding me that he had remained when his opportunities to escape had been plentiful. I’ve neither seen nor heard from my mother since the day she walked out. There’s nothing quite like parental abandonment to reinforce a lifetime of low self-worth.

         I tell you all this only to provide stipendiary context. As his only child, I have, since the early eighties, been the beneficiary of substantial annual royalties – primarily from the version of my father’s song recorded by Elvis Presley – which provide me with a high level of financial security. It allows me to spend far more time in the Cayman Islands than I should, given my personal preference for a Scotland independent from the ties that bind it to an outdated Union.

         Perhaps it would’ve been different if financial necessity propelled my artistic purpose. As it was, I was on the verge of giving up writing; this tortuous, unforgiving vocation. Admitting defeat. Acknowledging that I’d never compose anything that mattered to someone else. That I’d never produce prose that offered any understanding of what it was to be human. This acknowledgement was a rejection far more painful than the hundreds that came from uninterested editors or blasé agents. The knife to the heart of the would-be writer is always self-inflicted. The sudden realisation of the gulf to be bridged between a modicum of untutored talent and the aspiration to be a ‘real writer’. It was as wide as the Atlantic crossing I was making when fate intervened.

         Sometimes, doing nothing is the best way for circumstance to deliver what we need.
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         In the late summer of 1983, I was returning to Glasgow, via a protracted route that required stops in San Francisco and London. For reasons that are unimportant, I flew economy despite my means, and I found myself seated next to an agitated young man. Even with the dark glasses and the cap pulled low, there was a familiarity to him. His right arm was heavily bandaged and, although not in a plaster cast so far as I could see, a sling suggested a broken bone. As our flight left California, I introduced myself, asking if I could help him with a packet of peanuts he was struggling to open. Initially reticent, he soon gave way, and I sensed that he wanted to get something off his chest. To relieve himself of a great burden. As I mentioned earlier, I knew something of burdensome weights. So, I encouraged him.

         His name was Jamie Hewitt. He was – or had been – the guitarist and songwriter in a popular music group named The Hyptones. I hadn’t heard of the band back then. You’ll think me hypocritical but popular music was of little interest to me. I didn’t need to enjoy listening to it to benefit from those who did. But over the course of several hours, Jamie Hewitt’s story sparked something inside me. Like a pilot light suddenly igniting the burners on a gas boiler that has lain cold for months, ideas, phrases … whole paragraphs were suddenly screaming to be written, prompted by his story of fatal fame, and by the ticket stub and the blurred Polaroid photograph that he showed me, and let me keep.

         He was telling me a truth, but not, I suspected, the truth. But what is the truth of any situation, other than our own perception of it? In the weeks that followed our brief meeting, I wrote around his rollercoaster exposition. I wrote to explore the complex relationship between fact and fiction. And I wrote about failure. Mine, as much as his.
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