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      To Danny, my teacher and my friend.


      You always did things first.


      “Chevy coma soma doma.”
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      To Judith D. Allison,


      	 who has made everything possible.


   

      Foreword
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      This book gets as close to the “truth” about Clarence Clemons as I can imagine. Mere facts will never plumb the mysteries

         of the Big Man. That being said, there are only one or two stories in this book that I could swear are not true. All the rest

         are adventures that may and could have happened to my great friend.

      


      Clarence has spent much of his life as a drifting spirit. Where he walks, the world conforms to his presence. For his size,

         “C” is an unassuming man. He does not impress himself upon you. He just brings it with him when he comes.

      


      The story I have told throughout my work life I could not have told as well without Clarence. When you look at just the cover

         of Born to Run, you see a charming photo, a good album cover, but when you open it up and see Clarence and me together, the album begins

         to work its magic. Who are these guys? Where did they come from? What is the joke they are sharing? A friendship and a narrative

         steeped in the complicated history of America begin to form and there is music already in the air. Forty years later, I read

         this book with the same questions still running through my mind.

      


      Enjoy.


      Bruce Springsteen


   

      A Note from Don Reo and Clarence Clemons


      [image: art]


      This is not a standard memoir. We are storytellers, and the sections labeled “Legend” are, quite simply, stories that we have

         told over the years in cars, bars, planes, trains, and rooms in hotels and hospitals. Most of them contain some fact and a

         lot of fiction, and so you should not take them literally. Conversations and situations have been constructed and imagined,

         swapped around in time and place, embellished, and invented. These legends are written in the third person because that’s

         how legends are told.

      


      Everything else you can take literally. It is all factual and reported just how it happened.


      In the end, we wrote this book to shed light on the E Street story as well as share the truths, lies, recollections, and imaginings

         we’ve told each other over the course of thirty-plus years. The bottom line is this: we have amazing tales to tell, and they’re

         all here. We had great fun living and writing these stories.

      


      You should’ve been there.


      Don and Clarence


   

      From the Massive Desk of Clarence Clemons
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      I’d like to add one other thing. As this book grew, one thing became clear—it’s impossible to tell my story without telling

         at least part of Bruce’s story. But so much of his story has been told elsewhere in so many different books and articles that

         the challenge became how to write about him in a new and different way. I wanted to give the reader a glimpse into the personal

         and private side of our relationship without getting too personal and private. I hope we accomplished that. My heart will

         always be filled with gratitude to Bruce for one simple reason: without Scooter, there is no Big Man.

      


   

      Prologue


      New York City, 2008
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      Don


      I’m not going to make it,” said Clarence.

      


      We were sitting in his hospital room overlooking the East River. He’d had his second knee-replacement surgery two days before.

         The other knee had been replaced two weeks ago.

      


      “Don’t talk like that,” I said. “You’re going to be fine.”


      “I mean the Super Bowl show,” he said. “There’s no way. You can’t imagine the pain.”


      For him to say this, the pain must have been off the charts. I’d been with him through surgeries before, including three hip

         replacements, which are no walk in the park. But I had never seen him like this or heard him talk this way.

      


      “It’s too soon to say that,” I replied. “Give it some time. Take the drugs and rest.”


      “They haven’t made a drug that can touch this pain. I feel like I’m made of pain.”


      It was the first week of October, and the band was booked to play the half-time show at the Super Bowl in February. That was

         only four months away. In my heart I agreed with Clarence. I did not think there was any way on God’s earth that he’d be able

         to make that show.

      


      “Do you want to work on the book?” I asked. “Feel like telling me some stories?”


      “Maybe,” he said. “I’ve been having all these crazy dreams. Fever dreams about all the people in my life. My family, Bruce,

         music, writers I like…” He trailed off momentarily but soon picked up again. “Some truly bizarre stuff. These dreams—they’re

         full of crazy conversations in weird places. I’ve been thinking about my mother and father a lot. I guess that’s natural in

         this situation. They’re gone and I feel like I’m moving toward them fast.”

      


      “This doesn’t sound like you, Big Man,” I said.


      That was true. Clarence has always been one of the most positive people in the world.


      “I know, Don,” he said. “But I don’t feel like me.”


      He turned his head away and looked out the window. It was early afternoon, and the FDR was already jammed with traffic. A

         big barge was being towed upriver just below us.

      


      “I’ve never missed a show in my life,” he said.


      He didn’t look at me when he said it, because he wasn’t talking to me.


   

      Norfolk, Virginia, 1950
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      Clarence


      My mother told me this story, and I love it with all my heart.   —C.C.


      

      The man was drinking Coca-Cola; the woman was drinking ginger ale. All the other people in the club were drinking alcohol in

         one form or another. Not that it was all that crowded. The small room was about one-third full. All eyes were on the stage

         and the man playing the horn. His name was Sill Austin and he was great. He played with a soft intensity that was mesmerizing.

         The man and woman had walked two miles from their home through the cold December evening to see him. They rarely went out

         these days. Babysitters were a luxury they couldn’t afford. But when the man had seen the ad in the paper saying Sill Austin

         was booked at Frankie’s Lounge, he knew they had to find a way to go. They’d listened to the recordings over and over.

      


      “You’re going to wear a hole right through that thing,” she’d say to him every time he put one of them on the record player.


      “Then I’ll go buy a new one,” he always said in return.


      And now here they were in the same room with him, watching him play and create that magic.


      Watching Sill Austin play pretty for the people. He reached out and took her hand. She squeezed his hand in response.


      After the show they sat at the table for a while and finished their sodas. It felt like the old days when they’d first started

         going out. Before the war to end all wars.

      


      “If World War Two was the war to end all wars,” he said once, “how come they gave it a number?”


      “I think that was World War One,” she’d said, smiling.


      “Even worse,” he had replied.


      “Did you like the show?” she asked him, even though she knew the answer.


      “Yeah,” he said. He was never a big talker.


      She thought he looked handsome in his Sunday suit. The shirt was as white as his teeth.


      “Why do you think you like him so much?” she asked. “There are plenty of other horn players out there.”


      “He plays the music that I hear in my head,” he said.


      It was very cold when they stepped outside. The wind had picked up. The weather forecast was calling for snow tomorrow. Christmas

         lights glowed in a lot of the shop windows. They both pulled up their collars and started to walk. She put her arm through

         his and they stepped in rhythm, shoulder to shoulder.

      


      “I think that’s him,” she said.


      He looked at Sill Austin putting his horn case into the front seat of a new DeSoto.


      “Yeah, that’s him, ” he said.


      “Wanna say hello?” she asked.


      “No,” he replied.


      “Why not?”


      “’Cause right now it’s perfect,” he said.


      After the first mile she said, “Clarence wants a train set.”


      He didn’t say anything.


      “From Santa,” she said. “Electric trains.”


      “Yeah,” he said. “Then when he grows up he can become a Pullman porter.”


      “I don’t think that’s necessarily true,” she said, smiling. The cold made it hard to feel her face.


      “The boy’s going to be nine years old,” he said. “Time he grew up.”


      “Meaning what?” she said.


      “I’m not getting him trains,” he said.


      “He’ll be disappointed,” she said.


      “He’ll get over it,” he said.


      “So what do you want to get him?” she asked.


      He lifted his head and looked at her. He smiled.


      “A saxophone,” he said.


   

      Norfolk, Virginia, 1958
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      Clarence


      I fell in love with Shirley.

      


      Unfortunately, Shirley didn’t know about it.


      She was a cheerleader, and she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. She was more beautiful than I could have imagined.

         She was tall, athletic, and the color of honey. Her smile made the world smile long before Mary Tyler Moore. I loved everything

         about her.

      


      She didn’t know I existed.


      I was a sixteen-year-old defensive end on the football team. Not a glamour position. To the prettiest cheerleader in history,

         linemen were invisible.

      


      But I forced myself to say hello to her when I passed by on my way to the field or the bench.


      Just a “Hey, how ya doin’?” but at least it forced her to make eye contact with me. She’d smile in response and sometimes

         say “Hey” back at me.

      


      I thought about her every night. I was obsessed with her. I could spend an hour just thinking about her lips and the way her

         teeth sparkled and how perfect everything about her seemed to be. I wouldn’t have asked her to change anything. Usually I

         found fault with girls. Not that I could be selective; the fact was, I was thrilled to spend time with any girl who showed

         any interest in me at all. The horn helped. I was softer when I played the horn, and that made them feel safe. Otherwise I

         felt I was just big and black and scary. Some girls were pretty but had lousy personalities or strange voices or bizarre laughs

         or some fucking thing that just rubbed me the wrong way. Most of the time I’d just ignore those things and try whatever I

         could think of to get into their pants, but my heart wasn’t in it—just my dick.

      


      Shirley was different. I couldn’t even think about fucking her. It seemed wrong, somehow. Sure, once we were married we would

         fuck all the time, but until then she was just too special, too fragile or something. I really just wanted to be near her.

         All the time. Alone. Just the two of us. If everybody else in the world died I didn’t give a shit so long as Shirley survived

         and would talk to me. Would touch my hand and look into my eyes and smile. I wouldn’t need food or water.

      


      She lived in Woodlawn, a full twenty miles from my house. I’d hitchhike over to her neighborhood and walk around. I liked

         treading the same sidewalk that she walked on. I liked going to the same supermarket and thinking how she probably stood right

         here in front of the cereal and took her time picking out Corn Flakes or Wheaties or Cheerios. Later I found out all she ate

         was oatmeal. That was after she started talking to me. That was after I’d spent several weeks walking past her house hoping

         to catch a glimpse of her through a window. After a while I’d determined that her room was on the second floor of the wood-frame

         house and her window looked out on the street.

      


      “Oh, hi,” she said. “What are you doing in this part of town?”


      “You know,” I said, looking at the ground.


      “No, I don’t know,” she said. I stole a glance at her. She was smiling a little smile that made me think that she probably

         did know.

      


      “Just hanging around,” I said.


      “Just hanging around,” she repeated, lowering her voice and doing a fairly good impression of me. “Wanna come over to my house?”


      “Yes,” I said. I was thinking, Hell yes, and Shit yes, and Fuck yes, but all I said was “Yes.”

      


      “Well, c’mon then,” she said, taking my hand and leading me away.


      She was an orphan. Her parents had been killed in an accident when she was a baby, and she was being raised by her aunt Cara.


      Cara was fine with us sitting on the couch in the living room or out on the porch, but she kept a fairly good eye on us. Not

         that there was anything to worry about. We were just getting to know each other and finding out what music we both liked,

         and film stars and food and colors and everything else there was to discover, and there was a lot.

      


      We laughed easily. We both seemed to have the same sense of humor, and we both liked the “sick” jokes that had been going

         around recently like: “The murderer is dragging the little girl through the woods and says, ‘What are you crying for? I have to walk back alone.’ ”

      


      I made my way all the way over there every Sunday for the next two months. I didn’t care how far it was, as long as she was

         there on the other side. I loved her with that deep and complete first love that knows no caution or fear, only joy. That’s

         what I felt when I was with her, or when I looked at her in school or on the sidelines at a game, or even when I just thought

         of her or spoke her name: joy. She would be my wife as soon as we were old enough to get married, I was sure of that. If our

         first was a girl, we’d call her Joy.

      


      After about a month of hand holding and flirting she finally let me kiss her. Actually, we were standing at the front door

         saying good-bye like we always did, and she kissed me. On the lips. She had to stand on tiptoes to do it, but she did it.

         Then she smiled up at me and said, “See you in school.”

      


      I didn’t even look for a ride home that afternoon. I walked all the way. I floated home filled with a happiness I did not

         believe could have existed in this difficult world. We kissed again the next Sunday, this time on the couch when Cara wasn’t

         looking. This time it was a grown-up kiss. A movie kiss, and she slid her tiny tongue into my mouth. I thought I might elevate

         off the couch and slam into the ceiling. She giggled and kissed me again.

      


      The following Sunday it was raining hard. I hitchhiked and was lucky enough to get a ride to within a block of her house.

         But even in that short block I got drenched before I got onto the front porch and knocked on the door. Aunt Cara opened it

         and looked at me.

      


      “Afternoon, ma’am,” I said. “Terrible rain today.”


      “Shirley’s not here, Clarence,” Cara said. “She’s pregnant.”


      The smile was still on my face and didn’t disappear right away. It would take some time for Cara’s words to sink in and take

         on meaning.

      


      “What?” I said in the meantime.


      “I know it wasn’t you, Clarence. You’re a good boy. I’m sorry,” she said.


      I called my house to see if my father would pick me up.


      “Where are you?” asked my mother. “As if I didn’t know.”


      “At Shirley’s,” I said.


      I heard my mother cover the phone and speak to my father.


      “Clarence wants to know if you’ll come pick him up over in Woodlawn.”


      “How’d he get over there?”


      “How’d you get over there?” she said to me.


      “I hitchhiked,” I said.


      “He hitchhiked,” she said to him.


      “Tell him to hitchhike back,” said my father.


      “Shirley’s pregnant,” I said. “But it’s not my child. I had nothing to do with it.”


      My mother hung up.


      I walked home in the rain. At least nobody could tell that I was crying.


      When I got home my mother took my wet clothes and wrapped me up in a warm blanket. She gave me a mug of tea.


      “Shirley’s aunt called me and told me,” she said. “I’m sorry, Clarence.”


      But I was inconsolable. It was a wound from which I never recovered.


      *   *   *


      It set the tone for all my relationships. I couldn’t really trust anyone. Not completely. I’ve actually never been able to

         since that day. Turns out the father was another guy on the football team who didn’t even know that I knew Shirley, too. It

         wasn’t his fault. I don’t know what happened to either of them. I never saw her again.

      


   

      Norfolk, Virginia, 1960
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      Clarence


      It was like a tiny island in the middle of a shark-infested ocean. We were the only black people in the entire area. Not just

         the neighborhood—there were no niggers for miles and miles. It was like living in Canada or at the fucking North Pole or some

         shit like that.

      


      One night in the winter of 1960 my car broke down, so I hitchhiked a ride part of the way home. I got dropped off about a

         mile from my house. A very long mile. I remember how dark it was. It was one of those moonless nights, and I swear to God

         it was pitch-black. Couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. About halfway to my house lived these people who had these

         two dogs. Pit bulls. These motherfuckers hated me. They went nuts every time they saw me.

      


      They were four-legged racists. So when I got near their house I was as quiet as I possibly could be. I walked directly into

         a garbage can, one of those big tin motherfuckers. It hit the sidewalk, and it sounded like the Fourth of July. The pit bulls

         went crazy. They started barking and snarling. I could hear them in the darkness. Then I heard their gate swing open. The

         barking stopped. Pit bulls don’t bark when they’re attacking. They’re all business.

      


      I don’t know if the gate opened accidentally or if it had help. I knew I was in trouble, though. These two had been after

         me for years, and now they were getting a free shot in the dark. The next thing I remember hearing was their feet on the street.

         Just that sound of running dogs. The clicking of their claws on the pavement coming straight at me.

      


      I realized that running wasn’t going to do any good, so I took off my belt and started swinging it in the dark. I must’ve

         caught the lead dog in the head with the buckle ’cause he let out a yelp, which stopped the other one. Scared them both, and

         they ran back to their yard.

      


      I never walked home again.


      In fact, it was shortly after that night that I decided to start traveling. I felt there was something waiting for me there.

         Something more. I was afraid, but I was determined to find a better life for myself. To get a little something. I knew that

         if I didn’t take a chance, I wouldn’t have one.

      


   

      New York City, 1966
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      Clarence


      The first line of this story is similar to the first line of William Goldman’s great novel Control. In show business this is not stealing, it’s homage.  —C.C.


      

      If there was one place in this world I never expected trouble, it was Bloomingdale’s. But I encountered weirdness on the third

         floor that I never forgot.

      


      I had come to the city to buy a new horn. It had taken years to save the money. After many false starts I had finally made

         the decision to leave Virginia permanently. I was determined to become a professional musician, and this new instrument would

         take me there. The horn was beautiful. When I picked it up for the first time I actually sighed in relief. It was as if a

         part of me that had been missing was suddenly restored. For the first time in my life I felt complete. It was waiting for

         me in its case at Manny’s. I didn’t want to leave it in the car. I figured I’d pick it up in about an hour and head south.

      


      I’d spent the previous night in a cheap motel on the Jersey Shore. The walls in the place were so thin you could tell what

         your neighbors were saying by reading their lips. Just my luck the couple in the next room was going for the longest fuck

         record. At first it was funny, even sexy, but it soon got tedious and then outright annoying. Finally I pounded on the wall

         and said, “Listen, motherfucker, you’ve got two choices—come or go!” After that it got quiet, and I fell asleep and dreamed

         about my first girlfriend, Shirley.

      


      I drove over the bridge into the city in the morning, listening to the Drifters on the radio. They were singing “Sweets for

         My Sweet,” and I loved it. I loved Manhattan. I felt at home there. I felt like it was a big treasure box and inside it was

         everything I’d ever wanted. Not only things but feelings, too. I knew my life would take me here somehow. It was just right.

      


      After I bought the horn I figured I’d spend some time wandering around the city. I loved Grand Central Station, so I went

         there first and sat in the Grand Concourse and made up stories about the people passing by. From the outside I looked like

         a big black guy who was probably an athlete and probably dumb. That’s the way most white people saw me. Most black people,

         too. But there was a world of colors and ideas and music inside my head that seemed limitless. My imagination was racing constantly

         with fragments of songs and pictures and a torrent of words. The horn was an instant window into my interior life. It was

         like a magic door in the wall that you could look through into the most beautiful garden in the world.

      


      I had lunch at the counter at the Oyster Bar. I couldn’t afford much. I had clam chowder and a beer. Both were fantastic.

         I wanted to eat there every day for the rest of my life. I put a package of oyster crackers in my shirt pocket, paid the bill,

         and reluctantly left.

      


      Later I wandered up Lex to Bloomingdale’s. I’d never been inside the famous store before, but I was on such a high from getting

         the horn I figured, fuck it, I can’t buy anything in the place, but looking is free.

      


      The store was like stepping into Christmas morning. I’d never been in the middle of such wealth. There had to be millions

         and millions of dollars’ worth of stuff in here. I found it unbelievable. It was also filled with upscale white people. I

         wondered where all these people got enough money to shop in a place like this. The thought was overwhelming. Most of them

         were older women who all looked rich. Most wore suits with low heels, and some even wore hats. A lot of them smoked those

         long, elegant-looking cigarettes. They seemed to be creatures from some other universe. Shit, they were creatures from some other universe.

      


      I walked around the store and looked at everything. The first floor smelled better than springtime. It was filled with powders

         and perfumes and shampoos. After a while I noticed a black guy in gray slacks and a dark blue blazer following me. I was not

         surprised. I was used to being followed in stores. The fact that I was being followed by the only other black guy in the building

         made me smile. After a while he seemed to lose interest, and when I made eye contact with him the guy gave me the “what’s

         up” nod and drifted away.

      


      I was looking at leather jackets on the third floor when I noticed her staring at me. Okay, lots of people stared at me, but

         not like this. She was sitting in a chair near the elevators. She wasn’t looking around, she wasn’t smoking, and she was hardly

         moving. What she was doing was staring at me the way a hawk would stare at a rabbit.

      


      She was old—maybe eighty, it was hard to tell—but she was put together. Black suit, white blouse, white hair pulled back.

         Jesus, she was wearing gloves. White fucking gloves. Who wears gloves inside? She wore little makeup because she had great

         bones and didn’t need it. She must have been incredibly beautiful when she was young. But now her eyes were framed by wrinkles

         and had a slightly haunted quality, as if the things they’d seen had wounded them.

      


      I caught her eye a few times but quickly looked away. I’d learned early on that you didn’t stare at white women. But every

         time I stole a glance she was following me. It was creepy. No, not really creepy; she didn’t look scary or anything. It was

         just weird. She seemed to be looking through me. Into me.

      


      I headed for the elevator. Fuck this. It was time to get out of here, anyway. Pick up the horn and get back on the road before

         the traffic got too heavy leaving town. Maybe go down to the Shore again and try to find a band that would let me sit in.

         There was an incredible music scene emerging down there, and it seemed like a new bar was opening up every day.

      


      “Young man,” she said.


      I stopped. I looked over at her.


      “Yes?” I said.


      For a moment she didn’t do anything. She just kept staring. I was about to just walk away when she stood up. She was tiny,

         just a little over five feet tall and rail thin. She crossed to me and put a gloved hand on my arm. She never took her eyes

         off mine. Up close her eyes were very dark, almost black, and her skin was as white as her hair. She practically shimmered.

      


      “You’re going to be a very important man,” she said in a clear voice, which sounded like that of a much younger woman. “A

         big man,” she said.

      


      Then she smiled slightly, patted my arm, and walked away.


      I ate the oyster crackers on the New Jersey Turnpike.


   

      Jamesburg, New Jersey, 1969
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      Clarence


      I walked out of the house, put my horn in the car, climbed in and started the engine. It was another Buick. I thought I’d never

         get into a Buick again after the accident, but I now saw that event as a blessing. It had been a mystical, deeply profound

         experience. Yes, it spelled the end of my career in football. My injuries stopped me from trying out for the Browns, but that’s

         the way it goes. Charlie was more disappointed than I was.

      


      “You had it all son,” Choo-Choo Charlie said. They called him Choo-Choo ’cause on the ball field he’d run you over like a

         train.

      


      Charlie had gotten me the job at the Jamesburg Reform School. I had been there for almost five years now, working with these

         boys everybody else had given up on. I loved helping them. Seeing even a little progress gave me joy. Most of these kids were

         mentally handicapped and never had a chance to begin with. Combine that with ignorance and poverty, and it spelled jail or

         death. I made them responsible for each other. Turned these separate groups into little families. On field trips I’d say,

         “If everybody doesn’t get back safely we’ll never be able to do this again, so watch out for each other.”

      


      It was rewarding work. And it had given me time to work on football. I played offensive center and defensive end for a semipro

         football team in New Jersey. Charlie was my teammate and also my supervisor at the school. We were going to the pros together.

      


      All that changed in 1968 when the accelerator jammed on that dark blue Riviera on the long, tree-lined driveway leading to

         the crowded square in front of the school. The car shot up to a hundred miles an hour in seconds. A motor mount had snapped,

         and there was no way to stop the car. I tried the emergency brake but nothing happened. Finally I took my eyes off the road

         and bent down to physically lift the gas pedal. It was a desperate move and it failed. When I got back up behind the wheel

         I was inches away from the tree.

      


      There was no pain. No pain at all. I was floating up above my body watching the paramedics work on me. I heard one of them

         say I was gone. But I was there in this light. All I felt was euphoria. I felt like I should let go, but then I thought, I’m not finished. I’ve got to go back. So I did.

      


      So now I was driving another Buick headed for Asbury Park. There were lots of clubs there and lots of people making music.

         The place felt alive. It felt like it was the center of the universe. You could be a musician here. That was all I wanted

         to do.

      


      I had been playing the horn every chance I got for years. It was like a fever that kept rising. My connection with music just

         kept getting stronger until I couldn’t deny it anymore. About that time I knew that if I couldn’t make a living with my horn,

         I might as well be dead. It was that kind of passion. It still is.

      


      For reasons I can’t explain even to myself, I turned off at Englishtown. I drove down the street and hit a red light. It was

         a hot night so I had the windows open. There was a club on the right side of the street and I heard music. Country music.

         I turned into the parking lot, got my horn, and went inside.

      


      The “band” was a country duo called the Bobs. Bob played guitar, and the other Bob played fiddle. I sat in. It was good. I

         found a common language with these guys who in other circumstances wouldn’t even speak to me. I stayed for the night and kept

         playing. I came back the next night, and the night after that, and every night the Bobs played for the next two weeks. Yes,

         it was shitkicker music, but I didn’t care. I was playing music and that was all that mattered.

      


   

      The Legend of Puerto Rico, 1970
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      Here we combined and compressed several true stories into one.  —D.R.


      

      I still have the hat.  —C.C.


      

      The alarm clock wouldn’t stop ringing.

      


      Clarence rolled over and put the pillow over his head. His head hurt. He remembered drinking last night. He had started early.


      The ringing continued.


      He moaned, rolled over, and opened his eyes. He was in a hotel room. He didn’t remember walking into it or getting undressed

         or into this bed at all. He turned quickly to find that he was mercifully alone. The movement made him dizzy. Slowly he turned

         his head back to locate the fucking clock. There wasn’t any clock in the room. It was the phone ringing. It was on a table

         across the room. Clarence groaned and pulled himself out of bed. Noting that he was fully dressed, he stumbled across the

         room and picked up the phone.

      


      “Hello?” he said. His voice was impossibly deep.


      “Hi, Clarence,” said a girl’s voice.


      “Hi,” he said tentatively. He remembered that he was in Puerto Rico. He’d come down here to hang around, check out the clubs,

         and smoke some ganja. He did not recognize the girl’s voice.

      


      “It’s Ginger,” she said.


      Nothing.


      “From last night,” she added, to fill the silence.


      Nothing.


      “From Danny’s Hideaway?” she said, slight annoyance creeping into her tone.


      Clarence knew that Danny’s Hideaway was a club in San Juan he’d planned to visit. He had no recollection of going there. He

         decided to bluff.

      


      “Oh, sure,” he said. “How’re you doing?”


      “Great,” she said. “Shall I come over?”


      This was a question that raised more questions. Scary questions. Who was this chick? How did she know where he was when he

         wasn’t sure himself? What if she was a fat pig?

      


      “Uhhhh…” he said.


      “Did I wake you?” she asked.


      “No,” he said. “I had to get up to answer the phone anyway.”


      She laughed. It didn’t sound like a fat-girl laugh, but you could get fooled. “You were so funny last night,” she said.


      “I was?” he said.


      “God,” she said, “killer funny.”


      “Huh,” he said. “What time is it?”


      “Noon,” she said. “I just got back from my run.”


      Maybe a pig but not fat. She sounded white. Clarence had never dated a white girl. White girls frightened him, which was good

         ’cause he seemed to frighten them, too.

      


      “Tell you what,” he began. “I’ve got some stuff to do. A couple of things, you know, so why don’t we meet for a drink later?”

         The idea of having a drink made him feel like puking.

      


      “Cool,” she said. The way she said it made it sound like “Kul.”


      “How ’bout back at Danny’s?” he said. “Say eight o’clock?”


      “Think they’ll let you back in?” she laughed.


      Shit. What had he done?


      “I wasn’t that bad, was I?” he asked hopefully.


      “No,” she said. “But I guess you scratched up the piano when you climbed up on it.”


      Shit.


      “Yeah,” he said.


      “You had the place rocking, though,” she said. “Man, you can dance.”


      He never danced. He was a lousy dancer.


      “That’s me,” he said. “I’m a dancer.”


      He got to the bar at seven thirty that night after spending the day sweating out the booze and filling in as many gaps as

         he could. He’d left the hotel the previous night right after checking in. His intention had been to have a few drinks, then

         head over to see Smooth Gary Walker and the Immortals, who were appearing at Johnny’s Dreambar. One drink had led to another,

         as one bar led to another, and everybody was so nice and wanted to buy the big black guy a drink, and then things got a little

         fragmented in his memory. He had pieces: some faces, snippets of music, the feeling of heat around his head, and smoky rooms

         and lights and teeth and people on the sidewalk looking at him and getting out of his way and then… then just the blackout.

      


      “You going to behave yourself tonight?” said a voice from behind him.


      Clarence turned and came face-to-face with a big Puerto Rican guy wearing a nice suit and tie.


      “Yeah man. Look, I apologize for what happened, whatever happened,” he said.


      “It’s all right. You sold a lot of drinks. Turned this bar into a real party. It’s usually dead out here late. Just stay off

         the piano, okay?” he said.

      


      “I swear,” said Clarence.


      “Tommy, give the big man a drink on me,” he said. “I’m Tony Desilva.”


      “Clarence Clemons.”


      “Yeah. You told me last night,” said Tony. “You told me your entire life story. The football, the social work, the sax, the

         whole thing.”

      


      “Sorry,” said Clarence.


      “Be careful with Ginger. That chick is outrageous. I’ve never seen her go for anybody before, much less the way she went for

         you,” he said.

      


      “She’s hot, isn’t she?” Clarence asked.


      “Molten hot,” said Tony. “She’s been in town a couple of weeks on the movie but nobody’s been able to break the code till

         you showed up.”

      


      “I can’t help it if I’m irresistible,” said Clarence.


      “Be good,” said Tony, as he walked into the club’s main room.


      Later, when Ginger stepped through the front door, Clarence thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world. A tall,

         green-eyed redhead with milky-white skin and a sunburst smile.

      


      “Clarence!” she said, as she crossed and hugged him. He was too stunned to move. There was no way in the world he would ever

         approach this woman, much less actually speak to her.

      


      “Hey” was all he could manage.


      “Are you okay?” she said, stepping back and looking at him closely.


      “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said.


      “You sure?” she asked.


      “Positive,” he said. “Why do you ask?”


      “I don’t know,” she said. “You seem so different from last night.”


      “I was drunk last night,” he said.


      “Hmmmmmm,” she said.


      They sat and talked for about ten minutes.


      “You should stay drunk all the time,” she concluded. “It really improves your personality.”


      He laughed. “You might be right.”


      “This is really how you are most of the time, right?” she asked, sipping the martini he had bought her. He was drinking club

         soda.

      


      “Yeah,” he said. “This is pretty much it.”


      “It’s just as well,” she said. He sensed she had made a decision. “We would’ve had major problems anyway.”


      “’Cause I’m black, right?” he offered.


      “No,” she answered. “’Cause I’m a dyke.”


      “Ahhh,” he said. It seemed like a neutral sound designed to encourage her to continue.


      “I’m really not interested in guys,” she said. “But you were so much fun I thought, hey, what the hell… but…” She finished

         her drink. “It wouldn’t have gone well.”

      


      “Probably not,” he said. “I would’ve sobered up eventually.”


      “Yeah,” she agreed. “Would you excuse me? I’ve gotta hit the head.”


      “Sure,” he said, standing as she left the bar.


      He didn’t know whether to be relieved or offended. He felt a little of both. He sat back down and sipped his club soda. He

         laughed out loud at the absurdity of the whole thing. It was funny. You could cry or you could laugh, so he laughed.

      


      Moments later a guy who had been sitting across the bar stood and approached. Clarence had noticed him when he came in because

         the guy was black and was wearing a very cool Panama hat.

      


      “My brother.” The guy extended his hand, poised for that month’s soul shake.


      “Wassup?” said Clarence. They faked their way through the handshake. They were the only black people in sight.


      “I’m Smooth Gary Walker,” the guy said.


      “God damn! No shit?” said Clarence, shaking his hand again. This time he used the old-fashioned method.


      Gary smiled.


      “No shit?” said Clarence again. “I was going to see you tonight.”


      “We’re off tonight,” said Gary. “Sorry.”


      “You working tomorrow?”


      “Oh, yeah,” said Gary. “Two shows. Eight and ten, which are actually nine and eleven or eleven thirty.”


      “I play sax, too,” said Clarence.


      “Cool,” said Smooth Gary, who was clearly not paying attention. He was looking past Clarence.


      “I loved that song you did, ‘Dreamboy,’ ” said Clarence.


      “Good,” said Gary. “Listen, the lady you were talking to… is she… I mean, are you and her…?” He let it hang.


      Clarence had noticed that Gary had no interest in him, and it stung a little. It was better to never actually meet your heroes.

         “Well,” he said, “could be.”

      


      “That’s one fine-looking woman,” said Gary. “I noticed her right away. I think I’ve seen her at the club.”


      “Yeah, she’s hot, all right,” said Clarence.


      “But, it looks like you got there first, and that’s just my bad luck, right?” said Gary.


      “Well…”


      “Well? Well what?”


      “Well, maybe we could reach an accommodation,” said Clarence, doubting that this clown had ever heard the word accommodation used like that before. Clarence wasn’t really sure the usage was proper, but fuck it. “I could be gone when she gets back.”

      


      “Would you do that, man?” said Gary.


      “I might,” said Clarence. Now it was his turn to let it hang.


      Gary reached into his pocket. He knew a proposition when he heard one. “What would it take?” he said.


      “Your hat,” said Clarence.


      Gary touched the brim of the hat. “This is a Monte Cristi fini,” he said. “Some dude in Panama spent a month weaving this

         motherfucker.”

      


      “She seems to like brothers,” said Clarence.


      Gary thought for a moment then took the hat off and looked at it. Clarence prayed that Ginger would stay in the bathroom for

         just another minute.

      


      “Wanna try it on?” asked Gary.


      Clarence did, and it fit perfectly.


      “Deal?” Clarence asked.


      “Deal,” said Gary.


      Clarence stood. “Good luck,” he said. “And have a martini on me.”


      “I don’t touch alcohol,” said Gary. “But thanks anyway.”


      Clarence smiled, tipped his new hat, and walked out into the sultry night.


   

      Neptune, New Jersey, 1970
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      Clarence


      I was driving home with the Entertainers, the band I was playing with at the time. We had just played a successful gig at the

         N.C.O. club at Fort Monmouth. We were a tight group who did soul covers, and I had been with them on and off for six months.

      


      The “off” part happened after they fired me for being late for a rehearsal, but they hired me back when I explained how one

         of my kids at Jamesburg had gotten cut in a fight and I had to get him to the hospital. I loved playing so much that when

         the Entertainers didn’t have a booking I gigged with Bluesman Phillips, but now the job with the group was solid.

      


      I had spent a few months with Lloyd Sims and the Untouchables before joining these guys here in Neptune. I knew the bartender

         at the club where Lloyd was playing, a woman named Candy Brown. Candy introduced me to Lloyd, and I got to sit in. Lloyd was

         looking to see if I had anything. I came back the following night and sat in again. I did that for the next two months, playing

         for free, making it hard for Lloyd to play without me. I knew that eventually the money would come. I knew for certain that

         this was what I wanted to do with my life. I wanted to play music.

      


      I still had the job at the reform school, and to play with Lloyd I drove for hours in a Volkswagen bus with no clutch. I’d

         sold the last Buick to get a new horn because the old horn had been crushed in the accident and had never fully recovered.

         I thought a lot about the accident while I was on the road from work to the club and back. I felt I’d been touched by God’s

         hand and that nothing would ever be the same.

      


      I remembered waking up in the hospital as the male nurse, a guy from India, sewed my left ear together. It had been nearly

         ripped off my head in the crash. I thought about how a nurse had stitched it together, not a doctor. A man of color had fixed

         me. The doctors were busy elsewhere.

      


      It was while I was playing with Lloyd, eventually for money, that I got the offer from the Entertainers.


      So, like I said, I was driving home with the Entertainers, and the car died.


      It was out of gas or out of time. In either event, we cruised to a stop in the parking lot of a club called the White Elephant.


      One of the guys was going to find a pay phone to call his uncle to come and pick us up. I got out of the car, stood in the

         parking lot and, once again, heard the music. It was coming from inside the club. It wasn’t R & B. It was rock and roll. There

         was something powerful in it and I loved it. Rock and roll spoke to me of something beyond.

      


      I grabbed my case from the trunk and walked into the club. There was a girl singing Joplin tunes and she was good. The tall

         white guy with the red Afro was the leader. A lobby card said they were called Norman Seldin and the Joyful Noyze. The band

         featured a stand-up drummer named Barry Thompson and a terrific guitar player named Hal Hollender.

      


      Between sets I approached Norman, who sat at the bar drinking a beer. We talked a while about people and places we had in

         common. Norman saw that I had my horn and asked me if I’d like to sit in. Just like that. It was a story that seemed to keep

         repeating. One amazing opportunity after another kept occurring. Sometimes I felt I was living a life in a book that had already

         been written.

      


      Norman offered me a job that night. He loved what the horn added to the songs. He loved the soul of it.


      But this was a white band. You had your black bands and you had your white bands and if you mixed the two, you found less

         places to play.

      


      “You sure about this?” I asked him.


      “Positive,” said Norman.


      I felt badly about leaving the Entertainers, but that was the way the game went in those days; the good players flitted around

         like bees looking for the sweetest flower. But first there was another issue to be talked about with Norman.

      


      “You have noticed that I’m not exactly white, haven’t you?” I said.


      “No, I hadn’t,” said Norman.


      When he hired me, Norman did in fact lose some bookings. A few club owners were fearful that my presence would attract a Negro

         crowd and scare the white kids away. Norman didn’t care. He felt the music was so much better with me in the band that he

         didn’t give a shit. He didn’t even care when they called us Seldom Normal and the Jerk Off Noise.

      


      Norman Seldin was a soulful Jewish kid who still worked part time in his father’s jewelry store. But the music was in him.

         He played organ and was the first guy on the Shore to get a Moog synthesizer. And now with me on board, he finally had the

         band he wanted.

      


      We worked all the places we could, like the Crossing Inn up in Princeton, and the White Elephant and the Wonder Bar and other

         clubs in and around Seaside Heights.

      


      I was with Norman for almost three years. The girl singer in the band was named Karen Cassidy, and during that time her best

         friend started dating a guy named Bruce.

      


   

      Everglades National Park
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      Don


      The following is a conversation Clarence and I had out on the water about the legendary night he walked from the club where

            he was working to the one where Bruce was playing.  —D.R.


      

      Before you went to the Student Prince that night and sat in with Bruce for the first time, what did you know about him?”

      


      “I kept hearing how great he was from this girl in our band,” said Clarence.


      “Who was that?”


      “Her name was Karen Cassidy,” he said. “Her roommate was going out with Bruce and Karen kept telling me, ‘You’ve got to see

         this guy! He’s fantastic.’ I think I went over there just to shut her up.”

      


      “But you brought your horn.”


      “In those days I always had my horn with me. If I left it somewhere and it got stolen, I couldn’t afford another one.”


      “Were you working at the time?”


      “Yeah, I was still playing with Norman. We were at the Wonder Bar in Asbury Park. But I had the night off. I think it was

         a Wednesday,” he said.

      


      “And it was a dark and stormy night?” I asked.


      “I know it sounds like bullshit but it really was. There was a nor’easter blowing. It was raining and thundering like a motherfucker.

         When I opened the door it blew off the hinges and flew down the street.”

      


      “Really?”


      “I shit you not, my brother. Everybody in the room looks at the door and I’m silhouetted in it, this giant black guy. David

         said he turned to Bruce and said, “Boss, a change is afoot.”

      


      “David Sancious?”


      “Yeah. David read a lot.”


      “Who else was in the band that night?”


      “Danny, Vinnie Lopez, I don’t remember who was playing bass but it wasn’t Garry. There were a couple of black girls singing

         backup. One was Delores Holmes, but I can’t think of the other girl’s name.”

      


      “Was there much of an audience?” I asked.


      “Yeah. But it wasn’t crowded ’cause it was raining so fucking hard,” he said.


      “So what happened?”


      “Somebody introduced me to Bruce, everybody knew everybody, and he asked me if I wanted to sit in. So I said, ‘Sure.’ ”


      “Do you remember what song you played first?”


      “It was an early version of ‘Spirits in the Night.’ See, the thing with Bruce was he didn’t do covers. I mean, he’d play some

         classic shit he liked, but for the most part he only played his own songs. A lot of places wouldn’t hire him.”

      


      “What did you see in him?”


      “His passion. He was so passionate about the music. And I loved the music. I’ll tell you something, when we started to play

         that night we looked into each other’s eyes and it was like… total magic,” he said. “My girlfriend said we were queer for

         each other. But it was so solid. We used to go out and get drunk and talk about music and all kinds of shit. We both knew

         we were friends for life.”

      


      “But you didn’t join the band right away, did you?”


      “No. We needed that ‘get to know you’ time. I had a gig, and Bruce didn’t hear horns in his music yet, I guess.”


   

      The Legend from Under the Boardwalk, Early ’70s
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      In the early days, Bruce and I used to talk for hours and hours at a time. The next story is a compilation of some of those

            conversations. The words may not be exactly what we said; it’s impossible to remember, but the feelings are true. There were

            many, many nights when this is exactly what it was like.—C.C.


      

      Bruce and Clarence were sitting in the sand under the boardwalk in Asbury Park.

      


      It was one of those warm summer nights along the Shore. Anything seemed possible.


      It was now early evening, and the light over the ocean was turning to a blue/gray before slipping into darkness. Only a few

         stars were visible.

      


      They had a six-pack of beer in a paper bag, and had just popped open their first. The beer was cold and tasted like July.


      Above them they could hear all the sounds of the Boardwalk. The gorgeous smell of cheap fried food hung in the air all around

         them.

      


      They were both wearing shorts and T-shirts and flip-flops, which they had kicked off to stick their feet into the sand. The

         sand was cooler just below the surface and felt good.

      


      They were meeting two girls later at the Wonder Bar and thought they’d get a little buzz going to make conversation easier.


      They hadn’t yet formalized their professional relationship, but music had already given them a connection that felt good.

         They both knew that they would be best friends for a long, long time. Not that they talked about it; it was just there. It

         was obvious because they had that rare feeling of comfort with each other that some people never get to experience.

      


      “You remember their names?” asked Bruce.


      “Ann, and I think the blonde is Janie, but I’m not sure about that,” said Clarence. He took a pull on the beer and felt it

         slide down his throat. It had been in the 90s all day, and the weatherman was saying it wasn’t going to cool off anytime soon.

      


      “I love this weather,” said Bruce.


      “Yeah, me, too,” said Clarence.


      They sat for a while listening to the footsteps above them moving in both directions. It was the sound of human percussion

         played in random patterns. Tinny carnival music floated behind the shouts and screams of children who had been suddenly frightened

         or delighted by something. The combined sounds were so rich, so intense, that they seemed to take on color. The whole night

         glowed as if the northern lights had descended on this stretch of New Jersey and wrapped themselves around everybody and everything.

      


      “If you could have any car in the world, what would you pick?” asked Bruce.


      “A ’Vette,” said Clarence. “A yellow ’Vette.”


      “Mine’s black,” Bruce laughed. “Someday…”


      They finished their first beers without speaking. The lights of offshore boats dotted the water. Clarence wondered about the

         people on those boats. Were they fishermen or people who’d been out sailing all day?

      


      “I wonder who’s on those boats,” said Bruce.


      Clarence laughed. “I was just thinking the same thing.”


      “Some lawyer from the City out on his cabin cruiser all day with his secretary,” said Bruce. “But the engine blows up and

         he has to call the Coast Guard to come and save him, and he forgets that his wife’s brother is in the Coast Guard….” Bruce

         let the story hang in the air.

      


      Clarence was getting used to the fact that this was how Bruce talked. This was how the guy thought… in stories. And there

         was no end to them. He could go on and on and on, and the stories were actually fucking good. He’d throw in little insights

         and nuances that made the characters come to life. He gave them dimension. They all had secrets.

      


      “You’ve got a way with words,” Clarence said. But even as he said it, he knew it didn’t convey his admiration for the way

         Bruce created things out of nothing.

      


      “You’ve got a gift,” he added.


      “Nah,” said Bruce. “I’m just good at bullshitting.”


      “Real good,” said Clarence. “You could write a book or something.”


      “That’s what my mother says,” Bruce replied. “But that’s not for me. At least not now. Maybe when I’m done with music.”


      Clarence laughed again, and this time Bruce joined in as they both acknowledged the absurdity of the thought.


      “When we’re dead,” said Clarence. “That’s when we’re done with music.”


      “Yeah,” said Bruce. “Before music I could hardly communicate at all. I never said shit in school, you know? It was like they

         were talking another fucking language or something. I spent the first part of my life inside my own head.”

      


      “That’s probably where you got the story thing,” Clarence speculated.


      “Yeah, maybe I should be grateful,” said Bruce. “Maybe it’s good that I got ignored.”


      “Let’s just hope we don’t get ignored tonight.”


      “Yeah, well… who knows? Maybe we’ll sit in with whoever’s playing there. That always helps,” said Bruce.


      They drank, crushed the cans, and put them into the bag along with the fresh ones. They opened two more. It was nearly full

         dark now, and the evening stretched out in front of them like a highway that led everywhere in the world.

      


      And they were not afraid.


      “I want to make a living with the horn,” said Clarence. “I don’t ever want to have a straight job again.”


      “I hear you,” said Bruce. “Me, too. It’s going to happen.”


      “I think so, too,” said Clarence. “I think something big is coming. I think someday we’ll get a hit record and everything

         will change. That’s all it takes, you know, one fucking hit. It doesn’t even have to be a big hit. Just a fucking hit and

         then nobody can stop you.”

      


      “Yeah,” said Bruce. “Then we get ’Vettes, right?”


      “Right,” said Clarence. “We’ll race ’em down this fucking Boardwalk.”


      They laughed and toasted each other.


      As they watched the blinking lights of planes high above them, they wondered where they were coming from or going to, and

         they both thought that there might be at least one person they knew flying in one of those planes tonight. But neither of

         them said anything about that.

      


      “How many people do you think are in the air at any given time?” said Bruce.


      “Shit, I don’t know. Must be tens of thousands if you’re counting all the planes in the air all over the world,” said Clarence.


      “That’s an amazing thought, isn’t it?” asked Bruce. “There’s like maybe the population of Rhode Island up in the sky all the

         time. They’re not on Earth.”

      


      “Yeah,” said Clarence. “Which means they can’t buy tickets to see us and we can’t fuck them. The women in the sky.”


      Bruce laughed. “The women in the sky,” he said.


      You could almost hear him thinking, rolling the phrase around in his head and then filing it for possible use later. But he

         didn’t say anything out loud, and the moment passed.

      


      “What do you think is going to happen when you die?” he asked.


      “All over the world girls will break down and cry,” said Clarence.


      “Yeah, yeah,” said Bruce. “But you believe in life after death, right? The whole heaven thing?”


      “Of course,” said Clarence. “I come from a very religious family. I have faith. Don’t you?”


      “This stuff is hard,” said Bruce. “Bottom line? I think that after you die is exactly like before you were born. You know,

         you try to remember the first thing you can remember, right?”
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