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For Andrea and Matthew





 Foreward


You have to understand this. I die in the end.

 



 



Michael Ryan’s murder - and I believe that is what it was - was a shock to everyone, but especially to me. After all, I discovered him and, to some extent, have my career to thank him for. He was also my friend.

My relationship with Michael Ryan began at S*****, although I did not actually meet him until after I’d left. I was paying my way through college with a part-time job there. It really amounted to nothing more than idling away a few hours leafing through the thousands of dusty manuscripts that made up their slush-pile. I was not expected to find anything remotely publishable.


Love & Rockets was probably the fifteenth manuscript I picked up that afternoon, and I almost put it right down again, because the title was so unoriginal and the pages were somewhat battered; it had clearly done the rounds of other publishers, and the author hadn’t had the sense to send in a nice clean script each time it was rejected. The fact is, my inclination was to sign off on a rejection note without going any further than the title page, but I was sitting with the script on my lap, and in reaching for my coffee it slipped off. It was only in trying to gather up the pages  that I discovered that the author had failed to number them. I have, as my first ex-wife will attest, an inherent sense of neatness, and nothing would do but for me to attempt to put Michael Ryan’s manuscript back into numerical order, and that is how I came to start reading what would become Space Coast.

I have never been one for making grand claims for it, but if you look at the back cover today you will see quotes from the critics such as ‘simple but profound’, ‘a gritty love story that will stay with you for ever’, ‘an intimate portrait of America’ and perhaps my favourite, ‘a God-damn American classic’. When I took it upstairs in S*****, tears in my eyes and drained, having read it in one session, my boss (the most junior editor at the company), nodded patiently while I raved about it, then indicated for me to place the manuscript in his in-tray. ‘I’m backed up to Wyoming,’ he warned me.

Six weeks later, he said, ‘Not for me.’

I took it to four different editors at the same company, and they all said, ‘Not for me,’ or thereabouts.

My time at S***** was almost up, I had exams to study for, but I couldn’t get the book out of my head. I knew it was a winner. And, quite frankly, I no longer wanted to continue as a Classics scholar. It just seemed pointless. I had not previously considered publishing as a career - it was simply a summer job that was less demanding than working tables in a restaurant, though the tips weren’t as good. But the sheer thrill of discovering  Space Coast changed everything. On my final day at S***** I picked up my cheque and walked out with the manuscript under my coat. The next morning, I flew down to Orlando, rented a car, drove to Brevard, and told Michael Ryan that I was going to get his book published if it was the last thing I did.

 



He was very excited by my news, right up to the point where he discovered I was an unemployed college dropout who’d stolen his manuscript. Then he wanted to throw me down and jump on my head. It was Claire who calmed him down, who convinced him to give me a chance. She was beautiful. A Florida tan, short blonde hair, funny, charming, very much in love. She told him  I was the first person who’d shown any interest at all in his book, and even if I was a thief, and looked about twelve years old, maybe it was a sign, and he should give me a chance. They were living in a rickety old wooden house which had once enjoyed stunning sea views but was now overshadowed by a huge apartment block. She was working in the local bank, allowing him to write at home, but there clearly wasn’t much money around.

So he agreed. Once his temper cooled he was good company. Claire made dinner while we sat on the porch and pretended to look at the sea. I convinced him to change the title from Love & Rockets to Space Coast by arguing that it sounded more upmarket, more literary. I’ve never met an author since who hasn’t also fallen for that one. Mostly it was just to cover my tracks in the unlikely event that S***** later claimed some kind of ownership. I would be his agent. I promised to take it to every publisher in New York. Failing that, London. Then on to Paris and Frankfurt. And failing all of the above, whatever the capital of Estonia was. It would, I swore, be published somewhere.

 



I phoned Michael every week and tried not to sound too dejected, but there isn’t much of a positive spin you can give to complete and utter rejection. As time went on, it was mostly Claire I spoke to. Michael was losing heart. He was thinking about going back to journalism. I urged him, through her, not to. At the same time, it was clear that I myself was going to have to get a job. New York is not cheap, and the savings I had been living on were fast running out.

Then, out of the blue, the Maitland Press, a small publishing house with links to the University of Maryland, e-mailed and invited me to their small, cramped office for a meeting. I had barely shaken hands with their senior editor - and owner - John Maitland before I launched into my spiel. It was the first sliver of interest I’d had in the book, so I was determined to give it everything. I talked up a storm. I paced, I gesticulated, I hammered my fist into my palm to emphasise a point. Space Coast was the future of American fiction. Michael Ryan was a Mark Twain for the twenty-first century. If he rejected Michael  Ryan, he was rejecting The Beatles. John Maitland looked exasperated throughout.

When I was finished, and slightly out of breath, he clasped his hands before him and said quite gently, ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

A number of rather confusing exchanges followed, but it gradually emerged that I had never sent Space Coast to the Maitland Press, and that John had contacted me as a favour to a former professor of mine who had heard I was out of work and had rung him to ask if he could help. The Maitland Press specialised in academic works. It hadn’t published fiction in twenty years. Was I interested in a job? They couldn’t pay much.


Much is relative.

John had been left in the lurch by an editor who had probably wilted under the workload and failed to earn the aforementioned ‘much’.

I didn’t hesitate. ‘I will edit your history books, if you will publish Space Coast and give me ten per cent of the profits.’

He blinked at me and said, ‘What profits?’

 



John Maitland read Space Coast overnight. He called next day to say he quite liked it, and when could I start work. An hour later I phoned Michael, but expected to get Claire. When he answered, I just launched straight into it. I didn’t tell him I’d taken a job at Maitland, I just said I’d received an offer from a small publishing house. There was a $2,000 advance on the table, take it or leave it. I didn’t tell him I’d traded my health insurance for it. I was just fantastically elated. As far as I was concerned, it was the deal of the century. My faith in Space Coast was finally vindicated. When I finished ranting, there was only silence from the other end.

‘Michael?’

He said: ‘Claire is dead.’

 



I don’t know whether it qualifies as fate or karma or irony. It meant everything to him, getting a book deal, and suddenly it meant nothing. He went through the motions, of course, as  Space Coast ground its way casually towards publication. It’s safe  to say that it was not the Maitland Press’s top priority. Only two thousand copies would be printed, and the budget for advertising and promotion would not have been adequate for a nine-year-old girl to alert the neighbourhood to her missing cat. There is a pearl of publishing wisdom to the effect that if a book is good enough, it will be discovered. And it is probably true. But it helps to have big bucks behind it. Space Coast did not even have small bucks.

I did not include in the publicity materials the fact that the author’s wife, who bore an uncanny resemblance to Cathy, Space Coast’s heroine, had been killed during a botched robbery at the First National Bank in Brevard. But I let it be known. The jacket photo showed a handsome young man with a brooding demeanour and sad, sad eyes which suggested the tragedy of his wife’s violent end. The fact that I knew that it was a vacation snap taken long before the bank robbery, and that his apparent suffering was nothing more than a raging hangover, was neither here nor there.

In the end, it was word of mouth that really did it. First small bookstores, then local newspapers picked up on it. Orders began to come in from out of state, and then from every state. It began to sell. And sell. It got to the point where the Maitland Press simply could not cope with the demand, and licensed Space Coast  to its current publisher. I went with it. Sales went through the roof. Nobody could quite say why: it was a love story, but there was also murder and a family secret, redemption and a little sex. There are a hundred thousand books with those ingredients. But there was something else as well: it was so simply written, so quietly funny. The romance felt real, but it was also the way romance should be, but rarely was. It made people feel good. They also knew what had happened to the author’s wife. The question of exactly how much this contributed to the sales is unknowable, incalculable. Certainly it drove much of what was written about it, and about its author. If Michael knew or cared, it is impossible to say. He did not conduct any interviews, he did not read to an adoring audience or burst into tears on  Oprah. He simply disappeared. No - perhaps disappeared is too strong. He withdrew. He was certainly aware of how well his  book was selling, that it had passed the mark from where it could be described as merely a best-seller and was now a bona fide phenomenon. Once it arrived on the New York Times  bestseller lists it stayed there for an astonishing 175 weeks. It dropped out for three months, then pre-production of the movie version was announced and it went straight back in, rising to number one as the film was released (to generally poor reviews).

In the ten years following Space Coast’s publication it earned Michael Ryan $110 million. This money remains in his bank account to this day, largely untouched. The book you are holding is his Last Will and Testament.

 



I was in the Sad Café, that week’s restaurant de jour, trying to woo another hotshot young author to our imprint and not making a very good job of it, when Bernie phoned from the office to say it had just been on the news that Michael Ryan, the reclusive author of Space Coast, was dead. It struck me like a thunderbolt, and yet . . . I had been half-expecting it. The surprise, of course, was the manner of his passing: not the suicide of a lost romantic, but shot to death at a rundown motel on Brevard Beach.

I immediately led the young writer to a bar next door, and asked the barman to switch through the news channels. Michael Ryan was everywhere, but it all boiled down to this: A spokesman for Brevard County Sheriff’s Department said that police attended the motel in response to a call reporting an armed man acting in a suspicious manner. When challenged, Mr Ryan ran towards police officers while brandishing what appeared to be a gun. He was shot five times, and died instantly. Police have not yet commented on reports that the gun was in fact a cell phone. They did confirm, however, that drug paraphernalia was found in Mr Ryan’s motel room.


‘Did you know him?’ the young author asked. ‘The movie sucked.’

 



When his fame was at its height I only heard from Michael perhaps three times a year, and then only in late-night phone calls. If there was crucial but mundane book business that absolutely required his signature, he would give me the address  of some remote hotel where the documents could be sent: Idaho, Oklahoma, North Dakota. Paris. Moscow. Manchester, England. If for any reason their delivery was delayed, then they would be returned because he had already moved on. As the buzz around his novel finally began to fade, when it began to inch from the front of the store to the rear, when the movie had played one too many times on cable, Michael’s calls gradually became more frequent, a little more upbeat. He even talked about getting an apartment in Manhattan, putting down roots again. One morning he called me at work and said, ‘Let’s do lunch.’

‘Seriously, Michael? When?’

‘Today. Now. I’m outside.’

In my mind’s eye I had expected to be confronted by a haunted, hollow-eyed wreck, but Michael looked fit and tanned. He shook my hand warmly and asked after my first and second wives. He had not heard about the third. We ate in Pizza Hut. His choice. He was chatty and witty and we laughed. Was his sunny demeanour forced? I did not think so then, but in retrospect - well, retrospection is a wonderful thing, and rarely accurate. My memory of our meeting is that the talk flowed both ways, but when I was later quizzed by my colleagues about it I could recall very little of real substance. Of course, the letter I gave to him did not seem important then. I have wondered since whether, if I had chosen not to hand it over, he might still be alive today - but I think not. It may have been the catalyst for his decision to go, but I believe he was being drawn there anyway. He had fought his demons for a decade, all the time knowing that he could really only confront them by returning to Brevard. I was just the messenger. The piano player, if you will.

 



About a month after his death I was spending a long weekend at my place in the Hamptons when a woman knocked on our front door and introduced herself as Lena Olson. She was - is - pretty, petite, with dirty-blonde hair. She said she’d come to see me about Michael Ryan. You must understand that his death and the manner of it had reawakened interest in Space Coast and my office was very quickly deluged with inquiries from potential  biographers, newspaper journalists, movie-of-the-week producers, longlost relatives and lunatics. Getting away for the weekend was a pleasant relief. I presumed this Lena Olson was just another coffin chaser, albeit somewhat more tenacious than most.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘if you could just contact my office on Monday, I’m sure . . .’

‘I was his doctor. I’ve been trying your office for days - I keep getting put through to a machine.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it’s to keep the nuts at bay.’

She gave me a long, steady look. ‘I’m not a nut.’

‘Can you prove that? I mean, can you prove that you were his doctor?’

‘Actually, I don’t think I can. I didn’t bring ...’

She sighed, then gave me a warm smile. She was not obviously deranged and I was slightly bored with my weekend, so instead of closing the door I stepped outside onto the porch and indicated for her to sit opposite me in one of our fine wicker chairs. She was carrying a computer bag, which she set down carefully beside her.

‘If you were his doctor,’ I said, ‘you could tell me where his birthmark was. It was quite distinctive.’

‘If I was his doctor,’ she replied, ‘I wouldn’t divulge that information. ’

I smiled indulgently. ‘If he was alive, that would be perfectly understandable. However . . .’

Lena Olson clasped her hands in her lap. ‘Michael had no birthmarks.’

‘I’m afraid he did.’ I began to rise from my chair. ‘The inside of his thigh. We swam together several times. Now if you don’t mind, I’m expecting my wife—’

‘That wasn’t a birthmark, Mr Naiffy. It was a scar. He had an accident with a Bowie knife when he was a child.’

‘Well,’ I said, lowering myself back down, ‘I suppose it’s a possibility.’ I nodded thoughtfully at her. ‘Were you his doctor for very long?’ It was a trap, of course. Michael had lived such a peripatetic lifestyle in recent years that I very much doubted that he actually had a doctor he could call his own.

‘For four days.’

‘That’s not very long at all.’

‘No, it wasn’t. But it was long enough to fall in love with him.’

I blinked at her for fully half a minute while she smiled shyly back. Her cheeks had reddened significantly. Finally I ventured: ‘I don’t quite know what to say to that. Ahm. So. What . . . what can I do for you?’

Lena reached down to the computer bag and unzipped one of its side compartments. She withdrew a single sheet of paper, then studied it for a moment before holding it out to me. ‘This is a copy of an e-mail Michael sent to you. If you look at the top corner, you will see the date and time it was sent at - and if you’ve read the newspaper reports, you will appreciate that he sent it just a few minutes before he was shot dead.’

‘I don’t understand. I didn’t receive—’

‘No. It was obviously a very stressful time - he misspelled your e-mail address, put an extra letter on your first name, so it was returned by the server. You know, address not recognised. I found it on his laptop after . . . well.’

I nodded, then glanced down at the e-mail. The top corner indeed showed that my e-mail address was erroneous, but that it had nevertheless been sent at 8.03 p.m. on the evening of his murder. The message is reproduced below for the first time, exactly as I read it that day:
Subj: Death

 



Date: 05/03/2006 20.03 GMT Standard Time

 



From: ryanm@aol.com


 



To: Robertt.naiffy@clarion.com


 



 



Bob. You have to understand this. I die in the end.

They’re outside. In a few moments I will lift my cell phone and hold it in my fist so that they can’t quite see what it is. Then I will open the door and run out. They will think it’s a gun and, according to their training, shoot me dead. It will be so quick I probably won’t feel anything. But even if I do, I think when they come up to me, when they turn me over, there’ll be a smile on my face.

 



I can barely breathe. The adrenaline

 



Bob I trst . . . need you to make sure I’m not remembered as some slobbering psycho. I mean, this is suicide . . . but not as we know it. I’ve taken my time - put it down . . . this is real, it has to be real. If I’m glty of nything its being in lve.

 



Theyre comin

 



Pray fgrme

 



MR





I have to say that reading it, and knowing that my friend was shot to death approximately three minutes later, it sent a chill through me, then and now. Before I could really gather my thoughts, Lena said: ‘There was an attachment with the e-mail. It’s also on the laptop.’ She patted the side of the bag. ‘I haven’t read it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it was addressed to you. I knew he was writing it. He spent the last week holed up in that motel. I don’t think he slept. He was just desperate to get it down. I went there every day, but I just couldn’t talk him out of it ...’

‘Out of what? What do you mean?’

‘Look - it would be better if you read it yourself. That’s what he wanted. If you could read it now, that would be even better. I brought it to you because it was right to do so. But there are things I need to know as well. I would very much like to read  it as soon as you finish. It took me longer than I thought to track you down, and I really have to fly home tomorrow.’

Lena slid the computer bag across the wooden floor until it rested against the leg of my chair. Then she stood up. She held out her hand and I shook it. She didn’t let go.

‘He said you were his friend,’ she said. ‘Yet you weren’t at his funeral.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘As I understand it, his book made you millions and millions of dollars. I think he would have expected you to be there.’

My position on funerals, on death, is perhaps unusual, but not unique. I’m not shy about it either. ‘Doctor Olson - it’s quite simple. I believe that once you’re dead, you’re dead. I’ve been to one funeral in my life - my mother’s. There was an open casket. Ever since, whenever I think of her, I think of her as a corpse. I don’t wish to think of anyone like that ever again. So I don’t do funerals. I remember them as they were. I will remember Michael Ryan as I knew him.’

She gave me an odd look, which I took then as one of disapproval, but you will understand it better when you read what follows.

It is Michael Ryan’s particular curse and destiny to have his only two works implacably intertwined with death. In the case of Space Coast it was his wife’s. In Orpheus Rising, it is his own demise which hangs over it.

Read it and weep.

 



Robert Naiffy, Publisher

New York 2007




MAYOR’S OFFICE 
Brevard Town Hall 
City of Brevard Beach, Florida

 



 



3 March 2007

 



Dear Mr Ryan

 



We are sending this to you via your publisher, as we have been unable to ascertain a home address.

 



As you are no doubt aware, this year will be the tenth anniversary of the tragic events at the First National Bank in Brevard. We have been talking for some time about marking this dark day in our history, and have decided to build a memorial garden at Brevard Avenue. It will be ready by 25 June, when we plan to hold an official opening, a memorial service and also host an official dinner at the Town Hall. We very much hope that you can attend, together with the relatives and friends of the other victims.

 



I did not know Mrs Ryan, as I only moved to this area five years ago, but I am told she was a good, upright citizen and a credit to Brevard. I am also very much aware of how much benefit in terms of tourism, jobs, etc. your novel Space Coast bestowed on this area, so it would be a pleasure to welcome you back.

 



If you would care to contact this office, my secretary will happily assist with travel arrangements.

 



Sincerely,[image: 001]



Thomas Heise

Mayor




 1

Bob, the only way I can do this is kind of scatter-gun. You know I always felt a book was like a sculpture: you start with your big block of material and chip away everything that doesn’t look like a sculpture, but I haven’t time for that approach now. You’re getting the whole block, and I know I can rely on you to edit out whatever is surplus to requirements.1 I just need to put it down as it comes to me, because I’m desperate to go. I will get to the letter and what happened shortly, but first you should know about how I met her and fell in love. Obviously some of it ended up in Space Coast, but that had been put through the fiction blender. I can’t remember ever talking to you about how it actually happened, and I simply don’t know if she told you. You two got on pretty well, and I suppose a lot of the times you called I didn’t want to talk because you couldn’t sell my book. I seem to remember you had a lot of long conversations with her. Anyway. When I arrived in Brevard I wasn’t particularly looking for love. I was looking for sex. Show me a twenty-four-year-old single man who isn’t.

I had spent the previous eighteen months working as a reporter on the Addison County Independent in Middlebury Falls, Vermont. It was a weekly paper, and paid me by the word, in cash, because   I’d travelled over from Ireland and didn’t have the right papers for them to employ me properly. I didn’t go there directly. Like a million other Irish illegals I’d started out on New York’s building sites, but I should have known better. I’d never done as much as fifteen minutes of manual labour at home, and within five minutes of starting I knew that I’d no aptitude for it. I was hopeless, and the warm welcome I received to the city’s building trade through several loose family connections soon grew cool.

I had harboured romantic visions of building a kind of hard labour camaraderie, of putting on some muscle and getting a good tan, but the guys were immediately wary of me, plus I arrived in winter and almost froze to death. I also came by a nickname: Dropper. I dropped near everything there was to drop, and if it wasn’t for pure luck and the proper builder’s innate sense of something coming his way, I might have claimed a couple of lives. So I soon started to hear the guys talking about a job in this bar, or that bar, but I was too cold to take the hint.

Eventually the foreman took me aside and told me bluntly that he’d arranged a job for me in an Irish bar in Brooklyn and that I should take it because the men had had a meeting and decided that if I didn’t take it, the only way they could ensure their future safety would be to drop something on me.

So I took it, and then spent six months cultivating an alcohol problem.

It didn’t seem like one at first because, like I say, I was young and there were plenty of young ladies who seemed to find freckles quite novel, but it meant a lot of partying, which inevitably led to a lot of hangovers. Eventually I was on my final warning. I thought because I got on well with the boss - I got invited to Sunday dinner with his family, we both had an interest in the soccer from home - that he wouldn’t fire me, but he did. This was in April. He sat me down in the bar and said, ‘Michael, you’ve been drunk since October,’ and he wasn’t wrong. ‘You’re not indestructible,’ he said, which was news to me. ‘You need to wise up and you need to decide what you want to do with your life. And if you take my advice, it won’t have anything to do with building sites or bars.’

I nodded along with this, mostly because I was still drunk from the night before, but at least a small part of me knew he was right. I started to get up, mumbling my thanks anyway and could he pay me to the end of the week, but he pushed me back down and said, ‘Listen, Michael, it’s none of my business, but I got a few things to say, right?’ From reading this, you probably think he was this old guy, wise in the ways of the world, looking out for the snotty-nosed kid, but it wasn’t like that. He was maybe five years older than me. He was just grown up. ‘I notice you always have your nose in a book,’ he said. ‘When you work, there’s a paperback in your back pocket. When you get real drunk, you go into a corner and start reading. One time you left your journal on the bar.’ He raised an eyebrow.

‘Sorry,’ I said quickly, starting to colour up. ‘I didn’t mean . . .’ I’d been writing about my life in the bar, and my descriptions of the boss hadn’t been exactly flattering.

‘It’s all right, Michael. I thought it was real funny. I can’t hardly write a birthday card, but you’ve got a cute way with words.’ I shrugged. It was just a diary, really. I had always kept one. ‘That’s what you should be doing,’ he concluded. ‘Writing stuff.’

I laughed. ‘Yeah, I wish. Jimmy, it’s not that simple. Writers are . . . well, they know things, the meaning of life; they understand poetry and Shakespeare. I don’t.’

‘Michael, I didn’t know how to pull a pint of Guinness till I went to bar school, you hear what I’m saying?’

‘It’s not the same.’

‘It’s not? You don’t think you got the smarts?’

‘I know I don’t . . . got the smarts.’

We both smiled. He was from Waterford, originally.

He said, ‘Last night, you nearly got into a fight,’ and I thought he was changing the subject.

‘Yes, I did. I’m sorry. I know Ambrose is a friend of yours, but he’s been in here four nights a week ever since I started, and he just never shuts up. He has a dumb opinion for every occasion, and last night I just lost it. I don’t mind an argument, Jimmy, but there’s reasoned discussion, and then there’s Ambrose.’

‘So you threw a pint of Guinness over him.’

‘Yes, I did. I’m sorry. It was a dreadful waste of a pint of Guinness.’

‘Well, I heard most of it, and he was being a pain in the ass. And when you say he’s a friend - he’s a customer, that’s all. But you gotta be nice to the customers. You know what his job is?’

‘Vice President of being an asshole, somewhere.’

‘He’s New York bureau chief for the Washington Post.’

‘You’re shittin’ me.’

‘Nope. He won a Pulitzer Prize a few years back. He’s written three books. One says New York Times bestseller on the front, though I never did see it there.’

‘But he’s so . . .’

‘Dumb. I know. Michael, this is my point. I see people you think would be real smart, but set them down at the bar, put a drink in front of them, they’re just as dumb as you and me. Believe me, Michael, I’ve met brain surgeons who ain’t no brain surgeons.’

I sat nodding for a bit, then shrugged again. ‘So what’s your point?’

‘Point is, we both agree he’s dumb and yet he has this big job and he’s written all these books. So, I figure, if he can write books, why can’t you? Very least you could be as crappy as he is.’

I suppose this approach was pretty simplistic, but it was exactly what I needed. I’d always had these dreams of being a writer, but I’d buried them way down, figuring I didn’t have the smarts, but what Jimmy said really changed things for me. Maybe I was never going to win the Nobel Prize for Literature, but I knew I could at least be as bad as Ambrose Jeffers. I picked up his books from a Borders that night and could hardly get past the first page of any of them. In the past I would have just figured I was too stupid to understand what he was writing about - but I’d met the man and now I knew it wasn’t me: he was the stupid one, and despite what the rave reviews on the back said, I knew his books were stupid as well. It gave me this bizarre kind of confidence in my own abilities.

Bob, you know that unless you’re stark raving mad, or a complete genius, that you can’t just sit down and write a great  novel. Like Jimmy said, before you could run a bar, you needed to know how to pull a pint. However, I hadn’t the patience, the money, the papers or indeed the inclination for college. I wanted to be writing now. So journalism was the obvious solution. I could learn to write and get paid for it. But I was hardly going to walk straight into the Times. I had to start small. I spent a day in Borders looking up the names of small newspapers within a couple of hundred miles’ radius, then with the help of the neighbourhood copy shop, wrote to about thirty of them, explaining that I was an Irish student looking for vacation work. The Addison County Independent was the only one to reply, saying they had a sudden vacancy, they couldn’t pay much and when could I start.

I told Jimmy. He said, ‘Go for it.’

‘All right,’ I said.

‘And when you make a million bucks off your first novel, come back here and I’ll buy you a pint.’

 



The Independent was incredible. Middlebury was a nice, quiet, picturesque college town where not much happened, which meant the newspaper had a ton of space to fill every week. So outside of my daily reporting tasks I was given almost complete freedom to write whatever I wanted. Eventually, I produced columns, reviews, features, interviews - and then, as my confidence grew, some poetry, then short stories and finally a kind of a serial, which was really a local soap opera. I don’t make any great claims for it now, and to be truthful it didn’t make a huge impact, but it did attract kind of a cult following. What the Independent really did was give me the time, the space and the opportunity to essentially teach myself how to write. I was only supposed to be there for two weeks, filling in while one of their reporters took a career break.2 When he failed to return   they decided to keep me on, but continued to pay me according to how much I wrote - but I was writing all day and half the night, caught up in a glorious fever. If I’d kept it up I probably would have bankrupted them. They soon realised it would be cheaper to put me on salary, though it was still in cash so I could be kept off their books.

My decision to leave wasn’t entirely voluntary. I was getting itchy feet, and the news stories I was covering were becoming repetitive. I was still enjoying the writing freedom the paper gave me, but I was also enjoying simultaneous affairs with two women. One worked at the paper, the other worked in a downtown bar called the Ice House. That they didn’t know about each other in such a small town was something of a minor miracle, but eventually, inevitably, the shit hit the fan and I had to get out of town fast - not because I was afraid of confrontation, but because my workplace paramour took it upon herself to inform the authorities that I was an illegal immigrant. I could have stayed and fought it - but I didn’t want to get the paper into any trouble after they’d been so good to me - and the truth is, I was ready to go. Although I had worked exhaustively as a journalist, I had never really felt like one. I wanted to write a novel. I had wanted to write one my whole life. I had saved some money, I had a battered Oldsmobile which was dependable rather than sexy, and I now had the conviction that I really could be just as bad as Ambrose Jeffers. Even, perhaps, a tiny bit better.

For the ten years after what happened in Brevard happened, I looked upon my moonlight flit from Middlebury as both the best and worst decision I ever made. Best because it led me to Claire, worst because if I’d never left, Claire would undoubtedly still be alive. A world with Claire in it is an infinitely better place than one without.

 



For one reason or another, not so long ago I found myself drunk in Brooklyn and spotted Jimmy’s bar, and it came back to me, what he’d said about him buying me a pint. I thought I’d go in and surprise him, and we could talk about older, happier times. Except the staff didn’t have a clue who Jimmy was. The bar had  changed hands at least three times in the years I’d been gone. But you know who was sitting at the bar?

Yup.

Ambrose.

I should have gone up and shaken his hand and thanked him for indirectly inspiring me to become a writer. But like I say, I was drunk and he was still talking crap. I asked him if he knew anything about Jimmy and he said he didn’t keep track of barkeeps.

So I said, ‘Maybe you can keep track of this . . .’ and poured a pint of Guinness over him.

They threw me out, of course. Literally. I landed on the sidewalk. Someone gave me a kick with such enthusiasm that the exertion of it caused his chest to whistle. But I hardly felt it. I was too busy laughing.
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First day I arrived in Brevard, a writer called Paul de Luca had his feet bitten off by a shark. I remember it for three reasons: one, it’s pretty damn memorable; two, I remember thinking afterwards that if it had been his hands instead of his feet, it would have been a better story, and three, it was the first time I saw Claire. After the initial shock of seeing the man without his feet, I remember thinking, God, she’s pretty. If half the women here are half as pretty as she is, I’ll drop anchor. I had been driving for fourteen days, moving kind of carelessly south, looking for somewhere that felt right, and suddenly Brevard, with its marvellous beaches, stunning climate, author with the missing feet and the surfer girl with blood on her bikini, seemed like the place to be.

Best decision I ever made.

No regrets.

Honest.

Paul de Luca was a local who’d written a couple of crime novels, both of them featuring a private detective called Mark de Luca, who specialised in environmental cases. When he wasn’t saving the Everglades, this tall blond detective spent every spare moment surfing off Brevard Beach. In real life Paul de Luca supported his writing career working in an adult video store north of Brevard - and spent every spare moment surfing. He too was tall, blond and buff. Women were fascinated by him not only because he was handsome and intelligent, but because he had this air of  mystery about him. Why, when there were clearly so many other avenues open to him, did he choose to work in a seedy video store? Later he would say he was just doing research for his novels, but nobody was ever quite convinced, particularly when, after his accident, he used his insurance pay-out to actually buy the video store. Then he extended it - putting in a small theatre for visiting strippers and 25¢ peep-booths for those who found stripping either too intimate or not intimate enough.

I learned all this later from Claire. She knew everything about everybody, and delighted in telling me during those first long delicious days on the beach. She never told it in a nasty, duplicitous way. She was just describing the natural history of a place, how every single thing in it was connected in some way to every other single thing, and the way she told it, her brow furrowed and her eyes tight, then suddenly throwing her head back and roaring with laughter, it was just magical.

I can see her now.

I can hear her. Laughing about mean old Judge Wheeler who used to terrify them as kids, and how after he retired they used to sneak up to his house in the middle of the night and ring the bell and run away, then hide and watch as he prowled his garden with a shotgun; and how in the end he gassed himself - story was, he found out a man he sent to the chair was innocent, and he couldn’t live with himself. And how one of her friends had said, ‘I couldn’t live with him either,’ and at the time it was just the funniest thing she’d ever heard. And even funnier - the Judge’s house got knocked down and the adult video store went up in its place, so old Judge Wheeler would be spinning in his grave.

Of course, she wasn’t laughing first time I saw her: she was screaming.

I’d not been in Brevard for more than five minutes. I’d just bought an ice cream on the pier, and was leaning on the rail, looking out. There was a tattered banner stuck in the sand advertising a Ron Jon Surf Shop Surfing Competition for the following day, and there were a few surfers out getting some practice in. The wind was whipping the sand up, keeping most of the tourists  off the beach, so when she struggled out of the waves, dragging Paul de Luca behind her, nobody noticed; when she collapsed beside him nobody saw; and when she hauled herself up again and came screaming up the beach for help, nobody heard but me, licking my cone and hardly paying any attention because, well, this was America, land of the free and crazy. It was only when she got close and I saw the plain terror in her eyes and the blood on her bikini that I realised how serious it was. I vaulted over the rail, down onto the sand where she’d sunk to her knees, fighting for breath and whispering, ‘Shark . . . shark . . .’

 



Hell of a way to meet someone.

We stood together as the paramedics fought to stabilise Paul de Luca. He was moaning, his eyes rolling back in his head. They wouldn’t let him look at his feet - or where his feet used to be. Then they gave him a shot that knocked him out, and loaded him into the back of the ambulance. One of the paramedics turned to Claire and asked if she wanted to go to the hospital with him, but she shook her head and said she had to get back to work, which I took to mean that she wasn’t in any way related to him, that she wasn’t his wife or lover, that they weren’t dating, that she just happened to be in the vicinity when the shark attacked. You see, she was beautiful. You may consider it reprehensible of me to be thinking in this way when a man was fighting for his life right in front of us, but I couldn’t help it. Even - or especially - at that age I had a kind of moral detachment when it came to my love life, but this was beyond even that. Something just went  ding in my head when I saw her, and you can’t fight the ding.

Besides, there was nothing further we could do to help Paul de Luca: we had fashioned tourniquets out of a torn beach towel and two metal spikes used to secure a volleyball net which hadn’t quite stopped the bleeding, but it had slowed it. We had saved his life. They told us that. I felt pretty good about myself, and even better about Claire. By this stage I’d also borrowed a second towel from a display outside the beach shop at the foot of the pier and draped it around her shoulders, which were caked in sand, although not so much that I didn’t notice that the skin  beneath was smooth and tanned and very lightly freckled. She was shivering. As I smoothed the towel down, she leaned against me for a moment and I felt the soft curve of her breast press into my arm. She smiled a thank you. Her eyes were watering.

Then Sheriff Newton arrived, along with the Mayor and a TV news crew out of Orlando which had been diverted from covering a house fire in nearby Indian River Beach. There were also about 200 people standing around watching and comparing notes. A bronzed reporter informed Central Florida that there hadn’t been a shark attack at Brevard Beach for forty years. The Mayor said he hoped it would be another forty before it happened again. He was ordering the beach closed for the day, but had every expectation that it would open in time for the Ron Jon Surfing Competition the following day. I suspected the entries would be down. As the ambulance wailed away, I said to Claire, ‘Are you okay?’

She nodded vaguely.

I said, ‘You’re in shock, let me get you a coffee.’

But before she could respond, the TV news crew pounced again. I was available, but for some unaccountable reason they chose the beautiful girl in the bloodstained zebra bikini over the freckle-faced Irishman with a bad case of sunburn.

I went and got the coffee anyway. When I came back, she was gone. I wasn’t particularly disappointed because I had enjoyed her beauty without expectation. There were a dozen similar towns along this Atlantic coast, but something had clearly drawn me to this one. I had parked my car, bought an ice cream, experienced the aftermath of a shark attack, been sprayed with blood, saved a man’s life and draped a towel around the fine shoulders of a beautiful woman. If all that didn’t amount to a sign that this was the place to stop and wait for the muse to strike - well, what would?

As I booked into the Comfort Inn, three blocks away, I kept my bloodstained T-shirt on. It was my own personal red badge of courage.
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Bob, I kind of lied to you when I said I was thinking about moving back to the city. Truth is, I’d already been there six months. I have an apartment a few blocks from where you live. One morning, I was three places behind you in a Starbucks queue. You said, ‘Excuse me,’ as you went by. There was even eye-contact, and I was all set to pump your hand and marvel at the coincidence, but then you were gone. I suppose I looked a bit different, and when you haven’t seen someone in that long, and consider there to be no possibility that you might, then even if he’s standing right there in front of you, you just don’t take it in. It was no bad thing, really. I was back, but I wasn’t quite ready.

Ten years is a long time.

I won’t bore you with the details of every place I stayed, or we’d be here all night. Some places it was just a few days. Others it was months. I was in South Dakota for a year. Before you picture me riding the range, I worked in a library. Book punching, if you like. I did Europe, the Far East. Even went home to Ireland for a while, which was a mistake. A hard lesson to learn: you can’t go back, because it’s never the same. That’s why, when I got back to my apartment and opened the letter from the Mayor of Brevard, I immediately crumpled it up and threw it in the trash. I only had fond memories of my childhood in Ireland, yet returning was such a painful experience. How much worse would  returning to Brevard be? It was the cause of the nightmares I had spent the last decade trying to escape. Do you know, it was seven years before I got a proper night’s sleep? When you lose someone to illness it is bad enough. When you lose them through a violent act it is so much worse. When it is a violent act that could and should have been prevented, you not only lose them, you carry this huge open wound festering with anger and bitterness around with you. Nobody but you can see it, yet every day someone pokes at it with a stick because everything, everything  reminds you of what happened. Once, I was walking close to the Kremlin when I saw a blouse which was just like one Claire used to wear, and I burst into tears. Why would I ever want to return to Brevard?

And yet.

It niggled me.

The letter stayed in the trash - but I didn’t take the trash out.

Eventually I showed it to my shrink. It was badly creased and there was a dried smear of chicken fried rice on the back.

He said, ‘Why not?’

I said, ‘Why so?’

He took another drink. We were sitting in Jimmy’s. His name was Ambrose Jeffers. He wasn’t half as bad as I remembered. You grow up a lot in ten years. You realise that other people are entitled to an opinion, and just because you don’t agree with it, it doesn’t make them a dumb-ass - or at least, not a complete dumb-ass. A couple of nights after I threw the Guinness over him I went back and apologised. He accepted it gracefully and swore that he hadn’t been the one who kicked me while I was sprawled on the sidewalk. He was fifty-eight years old, was on to his third wife, but had added another Pulitzer to his collection. We’d been meeting up a couple of nights a week ever since.

‘Because it’s the right thing to do.’

‘Right? How? It’ll just stir up some shitty memories.’

‘From what you tell me, Michael, they’ve been stirred up for ten years. This might settle them down. All they’re saying is, “Look, a terrible thing happened here, we want to pay our  respects to the victims, we want to remember them, we don’t want people to forget”.’

‘Who’s ever going to forget?’

‘People do forget. They move on, they move away, new people come in.’

‘Well then, why dredge it all up again?’

‘To remind people, to educate them, to say, “This happened once, let’s not let it happen again”. Or maybe it’s an election year. Whatever the reason, I think you should go. But it’s your call.’

‘Yes, it is.’

I bought him another drink. He watched sports and I brooded. After a while he said, ‘If you haven’t been back in ten years, then you haven’t been to her grave in ten years.’

I shook my head.

‘Why not?’

I shrugged.

‘Michael, am I your psychiatrist or am I not?’

‘You’re not.’

‘I’m just surprised you’ve never visited her.’

‘Ambrose - it’s not like fucking visiting. She wouldn’t be putting the coffee on.’

‘You know what I mean. Who looks after the grave - her family?’

‘She doesn’t . . . City Hall does it, I’m sure.’

‘As long as you’re sure. As long as it isn’t all overgrown and vandalised.’

‘Don’t. Look, I’ve avoided publicity for ten years, what do I want with walking right back into it? It’ll just start the whole thing up again.’

‘It’s not about you, Michael. It’s about them, the ones that died.’

‘The ones that died are dead and gone.’

Ambrose drummed his fingers on the bar for half a minute. ‘Okay. Michael - say you meet someone at a party and they ask you what you do for a living, what do you say?’

‘I don’t go to parties.’

‘Michael - please.’

‘Okay. All right. “I don’t know. I do - this and that”.’

‘Let me put it another way. You get hit by a truck and you go to heaven and Saint Peter is standing at the pearly gates and he’s looking in his ledger and he asks, “Michael Ryan, what was your profession down there on earth?” What would you say?’

‘Writer, if you insist.’

‘Not me, him. And he would look up in his book and say, “You didn’t publish much. I can only find one book, although it did sell amazingly well and the reviews were excellent”. And you would say . . . ?’

‘“I only had one book in me”.’

‘And he would say, “Nonsense! Did you ever hear of a hat-maker who only made one hat? God gave you this talent and you failed to make full and proper—”’

‘Is there any relevance to this, Ambrose?’

‘A writer writes. Is it the case that you continue to write, but don’t publish?’

‘No. I don’t write.’

‘You don’t want to write?’

‘I can’t write.’

‘Since the day and hour this terrible thing happened to your wife?’

‘More or less. Yes.’

‘But the desire to write: is it still there?’

‘I don’t know. I really don’t.’

‘Do you want my honest, professional opinion?’

‘As a psychiatrist? Because I have to tell you, you’re not a psychiatrist. You’re just a reporter who drinks too much.’

‘Excuse me. I’m a multi-Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter who drinks too much.’

‘Either way, your advice is about as valuable as Dear Abby’s, and twice as expensive.’

‘Young man, I could drink Dear Abby under the table. However. Here’s what I think, cards on the table, no bullshit and don’t interrupt. Michael - you are a phenomenally successful writer, if over-praised. You should be writing again. I think you should  go back to your publisher and say you’re going to accept this invitation, you’re going back to Brevard, you’re going to write about it and he’s going to publish it.’

‘Ambrose, I’m not—’

‘He’ll say, “That’s fantastic, Michael, of course I’ll publish it - but what kind of a book are we talking about?” And you’ll say, “My life changed for ever the day my wife was killed. I was so mad and angry that I blew out of town before I had a chance to face it head on, and I’ve been running away from what happened ever since. I want to go back and talk to the people who were there that day; I want to talk to the people I’ve blamed for what happened before and after the robbery; I want to talk to the relatives of the other people who died; I want to learn who their sons or daughters or parents were and what they were like. I want to talk to the wives or parents of the bank robbers, I want to know why they did what they did. I want to understand. I want to visit my wife’s grave and say goodbye to her because I’ve never managed it yet, and even though I still love her I have to let her go, and move on, otherwise it’s going to kill me as well”.’

‘Jesus Christ, Ambrose.’
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I only learned her name was Claire from the Channel 12 news. Claire Roth. She’d been surfing right beside Paul de Luca when he suddenly went down screaming. She hadn’t seen anything of the shark. Not even a fin. Nor, I thought, had she heard the theme from Jaws, but it didn’t stop the station playing it. The interviewer described her as ‘the heroine who works as an unassuming clerk in the First National Bank in Brevard’. That evening, I strolled around Brevard and found myself outside the bank. It was located halfway up Main Street and seemed to be extraordinarily large for a small-town bank. Then, in walking the length of it, I realised it must have been extended at some point to make it stretch as far as the end of the block to facilitate an automated drive-thru. There were four separate lanes, three of them in use. I had a sudden urge to switch banks.

Bob, I’ve never been big on research - even when I was a reporter. You can look up Brevard on the net and know that these days it has a population of around sixteen thousand, and it wasn’t much smaller when I first arrived. You will discover that it was founded by fishermen in the 1860s as Indian River City, but quickly had to change its name because US Postal Authorities claimed it was too long to use on a postmark. The extension of the Jacksonville, St Augustine and Indian River Railway Company line to Brevard proved a catalyst for growth around the turn of the twentieth century, but it wasn’t really  until the 1960s that it took off as a tourist resort. This was partly because it is right next door to Cape Canaveral. The space race may now have slowed, but satellites are sent up nearly every month and they’re still a big draw. They are spectacular.

Claire and I had a satellite.

The city is strung out along four miles of the Indian River and there’s all the usual water activities, if you’re into that (ha!). Downtown is made up of narrow tree-lined streets. There are dozens of antique stores and art galleries. It describes itself as ‘historic Brevard’ and makes like it’s a centre of the arts and culture, but really it is, and was, quite rundown. You don’t notice it so much in the blistering sun, but in the cool of the evening you’ll see it’s a little decayed, a little threadbare. A lot of the antique shops are just junk shops. It’s no bad thing - and hardly unique in Florida. The important thing was that after the exhilaration of my arrival, I very quickly felt relaxed in Brevard. I could do my work there. I knew it.

Naturally, I also quickly found a bar. It was called McDaid’s Char Bar and Grill. It was right on Main Street. There were tables outside, and I sat there for a while, already making notes in a yellow legal pad, just first thoughts really. A waitress called Jo-Anne, both arms heavily tattooed, detected Ireland in my accent and asked me whereabouts I was from. I told her Dublin and she said she had a friend there who ran a tattoo shop and did I know it. I showed her my arms and told her that people with freckles were already tattooed and she kind of smiled at that. I should have left it, but when she came back with my next drink I explained that some people thought that freckles were actually secret maps of the universe, and after that a different waitress served me. I should have returned to the Comfort Inn then, but instead the siren call of rock’n’roll drew me inside - a six-piece band on a small stage, blasting out 1960s’ hits. If it’s loud enough, and you’re drunk enough, most bands can sound pretty good.

Jo-Anne, having finished her shift, sat down at the bar beside me at the end of their first set and asked me if it was true about the freckles. I said I had no idea - I’d read it in a book  somewhere. She asked me my name and if I was on vacation and had I heard about the shark attack, and I said I had been there. I told her about the spraying blood and the makeshift tourniquets and she said she’d heard all about it and I said, ‘It was on the news,’ and she said, ‘No, I was working, but I actually know the girl that saved his life, Claire - she’s in the restaurant right now,’ and she pointed further down the bar.

‘Is she?’

She could tell by the way my eyes lit up that she’d already lost me, and I could certainly tell from the way her own smile faded and her eyes lost a little of their lustre that it wasn’t the first time she’d talked herself out of what might have been a fun night (although it wasn’t going to happen, not with the tattoos, one of them of a tiger and another of a Harley, neither of them very good). I craned my neck, but the restaurant was around the curve of the bar. I said, ‘I should go and say hello.’

‘She’s with Tommy. I wouldn’t tell Tommy about the freckles being like a map of the universe.’ Jo-Anne got up off her stool and moved along the bar. Someone asked her to get a drink and she snapped that she wasn’t working.

I lifted my drink, about to go. Then I sneezed and spilled half of it. In truth I’d started to feel a bit fuzzy. I had a brief thought about going back to the hotel and getting my head down. I’ve never been one for small talk, and although it comes easier when I’m drunk, I didn’t want to sound drunk or say something stupid, so instead of going home I thought for a bit about what to say, and how, and then I ran through how it might go a couple of times, and how she might possibly respond, and what not believing in secret freckle maps of the universe might say about her boyfriend’s character, if he was her boyfriend. Then I thought it might be better to say nothing at all, to leave it until I was sober. That was the coward in me coming out, and also the realist.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/bate_9780755382880_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
-

LOVE, ROCKETS =
A BLOODY

GREAT:sH
BATEMAN






OEBPS/bate_9780755382880_oeb_001_r1.gif
TRomas Heise





