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For Emma.

Shall we just start again?






‘I’m no good. I’m all worn out. I have been passed from hand to hand. I’ve had to submit to things that nice young American boys couldn’t conceive of in their wildest nightmares. I’ve lived among the ruins. Armies have marched over me. Armies. I’ve been debased.’

RITA HAYWORTH AS IRENA IN FIRE DOWN BELOW
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INTRO


18 January 2022

Ten minutes after seeing the neurologist, I can’t get out of the car park. At Glasgow Queen Elizabeth University Hospital, I drive round and around a little multi-storey block for half an hour, unable to discern an exit.

The neurologist, a frank young man whose kind manner was compromised by his surgical mask, had just asked me an odd question.

‘Why are you here?’

It had occurred to me then that he was terrified of dropping the P-bomb.

‘Well, my GP and I strongly suspect Parkinson’s,’ I reply.

I can see the man’s face, or the sliver of his face that remains uncovered, visibly relax.

‘I can do a brain scan today,’ he says, ‘but we won’t find anything. However, in that event, I will not tell you that you don’t have Parkinson’s. Or I can see you in a year.’

I opt for the year of half-knowing, half-hoping.

As I leave his tidy little room, I say, ‘So, you’re saying I have Parkinson’s, but you can’t confirm the diagnosis for a year. How do you know?’

‘Relax your arms by your side,’ he says, and my right hand gently trembles at my hip, as if it’s remembering something tricky.

‘Now lift your hands to shoulder height.’

The tremor stops.

‘That’s how.’

So, I begin the year of dread and hope, trapped in a comical maze, in a comical car with a quizzical look on my face. And twelve months later, I sail out of the same place secure in the knowledge I’m ill, and emboldened by the pleasant surprise that they have pills for this sort of thing.

I decide I’m going to keep working, keep touring, keep playing, despite the uneasy feeling that another man is growing inside me, slowly seizing the means of control. It’s as if your own shadow has leapt from the ground and buried itself within you. And this shadow has malevolent intent. He may share my shape, but now we’re combined, it’s a fight to find out who has the most valid claim.








PART ONE







DAY 0, Glasgow Airport 1 June 2023


I’m sitting in Glasgow Airport, contemplating the treacherous wreck of my recent life. The usual snarl of travellers swim around me, unembarrassed by this concerted effort to continue the ruination of Earth’s atmosphere with alacrity. Business or pleasure, it’s all the same. We don’t care and we don’t care that we don’t care. It’s the ghastly affliction.

My own ghastly affliction is evinced by a stiff shoulder and trembling right hand, classic symptoms that something odd is afoot. In my burgeoning infirmity, I’m bound for what will probably be my last major tour with my group Del Amitri, third on the bill on an arduous trek through the circus sheds of America. It feels like our one hundredth trip to the US, the hundredth visit to us, the continent where all this music was born and raised, the font of what is loosely called ‘rock’. Us, us, us. Rock’s claim to a universal language of collective catharsis and global inclusivity is as bogus as a Tory slogan or religious platitude. We are in nothing together, as the Ghastly Affliction has taught me. We’re solo voyagers looking for love and validation. We’re as sick as the sea.

The shake in my hand I call Gavin. A traitor who comes and goes and betrays any surge of adrenaline, any passing thought; like a spectre who suddenly appears as a mocking fool, parodying emotions, putting one’s secret desires on public display. Gavin is an underminer and an intermittent reminder that I’m ill and unsteady. As lead singer and songwriting leader, steadiness has been my strongest suit. I might be a mediocrity, but I’m always there, reliable and consistent. Now I’m somewhere else, distracted and flaky. The foundations of who I am are weak and watery, like a bad cup of tea. But I can walk around and witness and I can still sing and sway and so, like all musicians, I’m driven by another ghastly affliction to play. Because to play is not to work and though we call playing work, it is nothing of the sort. It is the vaunting desire to show feelings and write them in the air, like Beatles and Dylans before us described worlds unseen and emotions not yet experienced. It is the last-ditch justification for our attention seeking cravenness, a smokescreen for our insecurities. We claim to play to entertain others, but more likely to distract ourselves from duty. Most of us are limp imitators of the rare greats and even the greats have feet of clay. They too are deeply afflicted.

So come on, let’s go.






DAY 1, Cincinnati/Columbus, OH

I look down from the Airbus drifting gently over the wooded hills of what’s presumably Ohio. The landscape is laced with worming Interstates and the meandering Ohio River, flags of white smoke flaring from a power station’s chimneys, sandy farmland lining the banks. The ill-gotten gains of imperialism are written on the face of this country like a palimpsest. Paradise erased, replaced by rapacious consumption, riches and inequality beyond political control, poisons leeching everywhere, a sleeping gas of denial and bravado – nothing’s wrong, nothing’s wrong – suicide dressed as feverish productivity. America! Alive like nowhere else. Everything is hustle – seek success, make your stash – cash, graft, and reward. Planes tossed about like javelins from state to state feeding its vast engine, spiking the rage of trade in its blood. Onto a flight, into a car, onto the Interstate. Make friends, make a million, make it in America.

We float over a verdant suburbia studded with sapphire swimming pools and drop into Cincinnati Airport, where we are to interface with the tour bus. The touring party are a little tattered after a delayed flight from Heathrow stranded us in Philadelphia for a night. We also had hassle at customs about coming into the US with our guitars. To this we are unaccustomed, but squirm through with rube-like innocence and some arse-tightening attempts at charm, the name of our US radio hit, ‘Roll to Me’ twice sheepishly invoked. The officials finally wave us through with a DTR. ‘Down the road’, apparently. They were fucking with us, as is their custom.

I watch the bags unloaded on the apron. Our guitars travel in pairs within golf bags. Another bag, containing actual golf clubs, gets tossed on top of ours. Ouch. We drag them from the carousel, a short wheel to the bus where I insert my body into my top bunk, all dark wood veneer and fake-tan faux leather, like a gentleman’s club for Costa-Del-Crime bounders. I’m in Max Bygraves’ coffin. The bus trundles out and into the great shining world. We’re gleaming in the Ohio sun, on the road, on the run.

The Columbus venue is a mini shed and, from the crashing overhead death rays, there is no escape. The stage at soundcheck is frying with fury. We daub ourselves with high-factor block, appearing caked in chalk. We’re unused to being bottom of the bill, so we’re edgy, and this and the heat has instilled a low-level panic – trying to get everything done on schedule and not treading on anyone’s toes. There is no palpable diminishing of the heat at showtime as we clumsily stumble about, jet-lagged and glistening like guilty suspects.

There’s a decent enough smattering of fans in attendance and they greet us like long-lost cousins at the merch tent where Iain and I sign T-shirts afterwards. They have the unembarrassed enthusiasm of Midwesterners, an irresistible mix of positivity and homespun hospitality. A woman tells me she’s had a catastrophic fortnight and we have been a welcome tonic. It’s neither the time nor the temperature to enquire further. We shake a lot of hands and lean in awkwardly for rushed photographs, our dubious attempts at beaming smiles coming over as people in a bit of pain.

We take a look at second act, Semisonic – laid back and melodious – but are forced by the pressures of the heat and folk with phone cameras to take refuge in the refrigerated climes of the tour bus. I’m not yet in the groove, still to figure out the best system that works between bus and dressing room. My pills wear off around nine and I sit mildly stupefied until half ten, before retiring to my bunk. I’m asleep in seconds, the grinding air-con muffled by the music in my noise-cancelling headphones. A woman’s voice wakes me up with a start and I let out a small screech. I switch to an audiobook, The Looming Tower,I and doze off to tales of torture and religious madness.


	
I. The Looming Tower: Al-Qaeda’s Road to 9/11 by Lawrence Wright.








DAY 2, Cincinnati

It’s 10 a.m. and we’re back in Cincinnati, parked inside the venue compound. I load my backpack and go backstage for a shower, drying myself with paper towels from a dispenser by the sink. I stroll out offsite and pay ten bucks to access an arts and crafts fair set up on the venue’s periphery. It’s a sea of dreadful tat: leather goods, tie-dyed rags and truly repugnant artwork. It’s heaving with bovine white flesh, ambling about in a retail daze. I sit under an oak and gaze at the river, half-boiled in my denim. One good thing: tonight’s shed is covered. But the heat is still fierce, its prison walls all around you, inches from your skin.

A harmony group start up from an open-sided enclosure, warbling a countrified Have You Ever Seen the Rain? Not today, chaps, no. Over my shoulder, I spot a lurid portrait of Elton John rendered in violent puce and electric blue. Jimi Hendrix and Willie Nelson hang beside him, equally disfigured. The band treble and birds sing. The man sharing my picnic bench is speaking in the broad twang of the South and I recall someone telling me that Cincinnati – situated in Ohio but on the Kentucky border – has a dual personality: half Yankee, half Confederate. There are ants and red spider mites crawling through my leg hair and I go down to the riverbank where two large geese guard three fluffy yellow chicks. A red speedboat bumps past and the sun drills down as the boat’s wake laps at the rocks with surprising violence. Seven waves, then silence. The geese take to the water honking a message I cannot fathom. Black spiders judder about at my feet as cotton-tufted seeds stream by on the breeze looking for somewhere to take root. I check out the band – mandolin, guitar and bass fiddle with a distinctly White Christian vibe – but shade is in short supply, so I go looking for the first food of the day. My morning pill has taken hold, so I’m alive for a few hours, the lowering proximity of the Ghastly Affliction held temporarily at bay. Make hay, make hay.

As I wend my way back to Bus World, I search for a hat. I need something straw with a wide brim. All I see are trinkets and future landfill disguised as objets d’art. I weave through baseball-hatted men slurping beer from plastic beakers, their wives in dime-store shorts and T’s, ponytails threaded through white sun visors. It’s an army of consumption. Bored and dazed, killing time.






DAY 3, Toledo, OH

I peek out from the tour bus window at 7 a.m., spying attractive 1930s brickwork, deluding myself we’re in civilisation. We’re not. The gig is in a zoo, miles out of town. Having performed in brothels, car parks, museums, shopping malls, cinemas and farmyards, I am not fazed by the presence of captive animals. I pass through a foyer filled with fibreglass beasts, make for the main gate and go find Toledo. I follow the map in my palm and start horsing up Broadway, past dilapidated clapboard houses along cracked and overgrown sidewalks. I march for miles in the cool bright morning, seeing nothing of interest and getting precisely nowhere. A few churches, a shuttered corner bar. Once I spot the grim little downtown skyline, I turn back and, as I retrace my steps, I re-encounter the small stuff I registered: an old lady on an old tricycle, two guys with a van, a little wheeled machine doing parking lot striping – a business I’ve never considered before but will forever remember whenever I’m parking in a striped lot. You need structure, right?

I take a tour of the zoo. I see otters frolicking, a sleeping snow leopard, a dusty African elephant stretching its trunk to pluck shrivelled leaves hooked to a cable suspended from an abstract metal ‘tree’. The roofs of new-build houses poke out above the enclosure’s brown walls. It’s absurd. Exhausted Sunday parents chivvy their uninterested charges. ‘Do you see the elephant?’ Yes, dad, I see that bored creature perform boring tasks. A man takes a snap of his tiny daughter astride a moulded model of a boar. We, the dominators.

A rhino lies by a moat, its horn removed, armour glinting in the sun like a fucked tank. It looks like it’s waiting for a quick death. Please Mr Keeper, every day is carnage. It opens an eye and regards me desolately. Or so I project: the fucker might be having a ball. I stare into a patch that’s meant to be a yak’s backyard. I see no yak, but there’s a picture to let you know what you’re missing. A meerkat perches imperiously on a fake rock, its back turned to the small crowd of humans it attracts. There doesn’t seem to be anything stopping it from escaping to more private environs, but home is home, especially if you’ve developed Stockholm syndrome. The crowd moves on and I sit gazing at its robotic little movements. It resembles a security camera fitted with a motion detector.

Next door, beyond thick glass, there is a pair of enormous bears. Kodiak, the sign says. They have shaggy red coats and dutifully play-fight in their pool. I had no idea bears came in such sizes. These guys are like horses. In the reptile house, a frilled lizard eyes me intelligently, judgementally. There are Galapagos tortoises sitting in a pit, still as flagstones. Darwin and the Beagle come to mind, that phenomenal adventure that changed human understanding. We primates shuffle about and gawp.

There’s a bit of sport to be had trying to spot the critters in their cases. I find an iguana hiding at the top of its tree, out of sight unless you crane your neck. A blood python lies under a pile of dead leaves, only the tip of its tail visible. Sneaky bastard. A cute little Aruba Island rattlesnake rests its chin on the windowsill like a daydreaming poet. The crested basilisk takes a bit of effort, but with patience I locate it behind a plant, green as jade and magnificently dressed in fins and frills. The king cobra lies curled in the corner of its room, cast-off skin strewn about like discarded party frocks. Everyone’s ignoring the black-breasted leaf turtle and I feel terribly sorry for her. She’s a pretty little thing, very tastefully attired in white, bronze and yellow. She looks profoundly sad about her kind being currently hunted to extinction. A gorgeous tree skink claws at the glass trying to break the wall that separates its prison from the universe. Before I leave, I see a poison frog and its imitator neighbour both luridly advertising danger in shocking orange. The one they use for arrow tips is red and black. Red for danger, black for death. Smart branding, like a Danzig T-shirt.

Later on, I tour round the bird bits. Of all the animals, they seem the most disturbed. The penguins stand around looking paranoid, the vultures appear deeply troubled and the flamingos exhibit an embittered unrest. Local birds flit in and out of the cages with impunity, making the exotic captives mad with envy. People push their offspring around the paths in tented carts. I stop at the perimeter and regard the suburban houses. I wonder what strange cries of anguish they hear at night. Semisonic strike up a soundcheck song from the arena and I remind myself I’m working. It’s been a slow Sunday so far.






DAY 4, Indianapolis, IN

A town, a city, an urban metropolis! I crawl out of my bunk haunted by dreams of war and rehearsing in a nursing home. I was mistaken as an inmate. The streets around the HI-FI, the club in Indianapolis where we headline tonight, are of the charming, brick-built gentrified sort you now find on the edge of most US downtowns. Record shops, craft beer taprooms, gay dog walkers. There’s a woman on the corner with her worldly goods in a plastic shopping cart. I give her a look to check if she wants some cash, but she’s oblivious. A man further down Virginia Street is growling at a window, possibly at his own reflection.

Gavin is restless today, doing the undulating tremble that makes you feel feeble. Working my phone will be tricky for an hour until medication time. I have to schedule the pills so I’m not coming down mid-gig. I’m constantly fretting over my watch, counting out five-hour slots like a weirdly fastidious addict. But this is a piece of cake compared to the difficulties I was experiencing on tour pre-medication when I felt like a shuffling ghost locked in a dream surrounded by mortals who appeared to be living life at twice my speed.

Pre-diagnosis was even worse. I was mystified as to why I couldn’t play our oldest hit, ‘Nothing Ever Happens’, on the guitar. No amount of practice improved my clumsy attempt to play in 6/8, a rhythm for which I’d always had a natural facility. It was weird. It felt like a mental block. I assumed it was some deep-rooted fear, an anxiety disorder which I could talk myself out of. But it persisted and, by the end of our post-Covid headline tour in 2021, I knew something was very wrong. As the gigs went by, my bass playing, a crude thing at the best of times, seemed to degenerate. I waited for the usual ease and tightness with the drums to kick in after six or seven shows, but it didn’t happen. Everything got more difficult, not less. I thought I was going mad. I thought age had captured me. I thought I was past it. I booked a doctor’s appointment as soon as I got back. He did the same simple tests I now do annually – some pat-a-cake action, some foot tapping – and we looked at one another. We both knew.

I go to a brunch place called Milktooth, full of thirty-somethings, career types in short sleeves and sunglasses. Angular electric guitar floats on the clement breeze, birds chatter, people spout their spiel. It all reeks of the casual success that comes with privilege and I seem to fit right in. My ham and egg bap and black coffee come to $23.15. I guess it keeps the riff-raff out. The service is rapid and invisible, the busboys Mexican, the waitresses white. Every car in the lot is a 4×4. You need the extra traction to drive over poor people. As I exit, the Doors are singing ‘Don’t you love her madly’, followed by the Stones’ ‘Gimme Shelter’. It’s the counterfeit counterculture.

I make for the tall buildings and come to Monument Circle, a strangely European-looking plaza with a hideous limestone column centrepiece festooned with bronze depictions of pioneering exploits. It looks like a neo-fascist lighthouse and is surrounded by enormous lampposts also cast in bronze so gaudy they’re laughable. The national anthem strikes up from somewhere and I notice it’s midday. I come across a small, polite demonstration of journalists protesting cutbacks. They’re wearing red and they have a megaphone. What do we want? A fair contract. When do we wannit? Oh, you know, whenever you can manage…

Tonight’s stage is set up in the venue parking lot. The dressing room is a suite of voluminous rooms at the top of a staircase where you might expect to find Sam Spade’s office. It’s furnished with huge leather armchairs, pool, fussball, ping pong tables and a Space Invaders arcade machine. Paradise for a bored eleven-year-old boy who was born in the ’60s. I stretch on a sofa but, sensing the creep of sleep, I have a coffee in a vinyl emporium opposite the gig. They have a turntable behind the lunch counter and a little wooden stand that displays the current record’s sleeve. The girl plays a rather pitchy album by War which emanates from lamp-shaped speakers hanging on cables from the ceiling. I notice they have a small stage in a corner, a quarter moon with black and white tiling and red velvet drapes, David Lynch-style. The two baby hipsters working here witter on to one another about cool stuff, attempting to establish a rapport. They’ll never be friends. He’s dull and plain while she’s armour-plated with stainless steel. The War album wobbles to the end of side one and I take my leave. Later, just before the show, I find myself being photographed by the guy from the record store with two young men who’ve driven five hours from Michigan to see us. Their dad got them into us. I now see that the record guy is just shy and really quite charismatic. The night brings fresh perspective.

After the gig, a Curb Your Enthusiasm scenario arises. I’d earlier accepted a gift from a fan called Gerry, comprising of two bags stuffed with guitar picks branded with various Dels imagery. I leave them on a table in the bus, forgetting to tell anyone about them. Iain, discovering Gerry’s gift and assuming it is newly delivered merchandise, passes the package onto Doug, our swag guy who proceeds to sell the contents along with our T-shirts. Gerry meanwhile sees his gift priced up and on display a few hours after generously donating it. Mercifully, we get hold of him before he leaves to explain and apologise. It would have been agonising had we figured this out after we’d left. I’d have been cringing about it for months.






DAY 5, Chicago, IL

Tuesday morning, back in the compound. I wind my watch back an hour and head off the outdoor arena site towards the Chicago skyline standing in the milky middle distance. My route takes me north along Lake Michigan’s shoreline until I recognise a landmark; the old Harrison Hotel where we shot the video for ‘Be My Downfall’ in 1992. It’s now a Travelodge, but in those days it was a dosshouse. We shot for two days on the top floor and under the neon sign on the roof. The area was pretty bleak back then. Now it’s all universities and condos. In the Harrison Hotel’s tiny elevator coming back up from the street, I found myself wedged between two residents, one incredibly tall, the other minute, both lit up like candles on crack, grinning like cartoon lizards. They generously invited me to a party and I politely declined. One floor was off limits because a three-week-old corpse had been recently found. The whole place smelled sweet with decomposition, the deceased’s cells clinging to the fabric of the building.

I walk up Wabash under the elevated train line – it’s The French Connection, The Sting, House of Games. American cities are cacophonous. Everything, from the hospitals to the hot dog stands, grinds and rattles with overworked air-conditioning units. Trucks, construction, sirens. The L adds another dimension, the noise a symphonic comfort as if all this living is winning. I find a sandwich bar for breakfast, but they weirdly don’t sell coffee, so I’m forced into a chain next door. The charming non-binary server gives me a code for the gender-neutral restrooms and I luxuriate in its tiled privacy for a few minutes. It’s more living space than a tour bus allows.

Chicago is a pleasing collision of rusting industrial infrastructure and gleaming 21st-century metropolis. The businesspeople come crowding out of their towers and march into restaurants at midday as the grafters in hi-vis break for Subs and Coke. A boss is bellowing into his phone: ‘…everybody between thirty-five and forty-two with CFO experience…’ Tough for those 34- and 43-year-old financial wizards.

When the sun burns through, it’s hot; when the cloud, thickens it’s cool. Some citizens are wrapped up, most are without jackets. Lake Michigan makes things unpredictable. I use its omnipresence to the east to navigate back to the concert zone which is situated on an island off the Southside. Suddenly it starts to pour. I spot some scaffolding and shelter below before I get drenched. The app says it will last forty-seven minutes. Hmmm. I am not dressed for this. A woman in a summer dress taps at her phone under a parking garage entry. Those wrapped-up folk knew what was coming. I don’t even have a hat, let alone a waterproof. I perch on a scaffolding pole for a bit. There are five of us under here. A line of girls file by in Eagle Scout uniforms. Fully prepared, the smug gits. It eases off and I peek through glass doors into a closed Union Station, recognising the interior Great Hall from The Untouchables. Turning east, I cross into Grant Park on the lakeshore, wandering across a vast deserted field of public baseball pitches. I look back at the Harrison, the Essex and the Ebony magazine buildings. The heat is mounting once more. I sit on some stone steps and daydream in the tranquillity unique to the big city park.

Before re-entering Jail Jolly after my day release, I take a swift turn about the vast Field Museum adjacent to the venue. Room after room of dismal taxidermy, depressing dioramas and dimly lit cases of dull artefacts for the bargain price of twenty-eight bucks. I toy with asking for my money back on the grounds that it’s so rubbish that I need a drink and could be reasonably pissed on that money.

Later, I sit high up in the bleachers watching the Barenaked Ladies’ crew ready the stage. The Chicago skyline stands beyond, a glittering forest. Big screens on both sides of the stage show adverts for vodka and Fender guitars. How vulgar. The wind blows the sound around. The hubbub from the waiting crowd below sounds like the clatter of gannets. No one seems too excited. We’re all too long in the tooth. We know what happens. We watch this shit and go home and pretend we’ve enjoyed ourselves. We did once; now it’s just habit.






DAY 6, Milwaukee, WI

I awake from an atrocious nightmare involving accidental deaths on a hillside for which I am suddenly a chief suspect. It’s 6 a.m. and I take a piss. Strangely, as soon as I fall asleep again, I re-enter the nightmare at the same place I’d left it on waking. This is a new phenomenon. The oddest thing about the Ghastly Affliction is it randomly tossing roadblocks in your path in the form of new, often fleeting symptoms. For a while, I kept sensing people standing in my peripheral vision. I would turn to find no one there. I learned to ignore this at the cost of general spatial awareness. I now have to ask Iain not to hang behind me onstage when I’m at the mic because I have to focus straight ahead or I’ll lose concentration.

Some symptoms arrive and you expect them to stay forever when they suddenly up and leave. I was dizzy for nearly a year. Not giddy dizzy, not vertigo dizzy, just dizzy, like there’s a slow-motion hurricane rotating within the ocean of your head. It wasn’t particularly unpleasant, just a bit distracting. I’ve spoken to a fellow sufferer who told me that, for some reason, she sometimes freezes going through doorways. I’ve not had that, but I kind of understand it. Nowadays, if I forget a pill, I’m quickly reminded by the nosedive of energy and engagement with the world that the lack of meds brings on. You find yourself perfectly attuned to a social situation, then suddenly treading water in a murk of sensory limbo. One minute you’re holding court, the next you’re clutching straws.

I’m up and running off the Milwaukee lakeside shed site around 9 a.m. and am in a posh café in a revamped warehouse neighbourhood by 9.30, scoffing veggie hash and grapefruit juice before horsing the half-hour to the art museum to meet my friend Bobby. Bobby was one of our hosts on our mad 1986 tour of the US when, penniless and without a record deal, we managed to persuade various fans of our first record (who had written to our fanclub) to put on little shows and put us up, usually in their incredibly understanding parents’ homes. It became the making of us and we feel forever indebted to those amazing people. Bobby and I walk and talk in the pleasant building, sidling into the occasional painting that wins our attention. I particularly love Gabriele Münter’s Portrait of a Young Woman from 1909 and there’s some wonderful stuff from Haiti. A man asks us if we speak German. Bobby says, ‘nein’. I ask the man if he speaks German and it’s suddenly funny to us all. Plenty of Germans came to Wisconsin. I notice the show caterers are serving cheese and beer sauce.

Bobby has an appointment at noon, so I don’t spend as much time as the collection obviously deserves. He writes for an online paper here and I accompany him to a pretty Lutheran church where they are holding a ground-breaking ceremony to celebrate the raising of the initial couple of million dollars for restoration work to begin. Various Christian types make short speeches on the church steps where a homeless man was murdered by a mentally ill assailant from the victim’s nearby hostel. The work is to help expand the church’s community outreach mental health and food programmes.

After the formalities, a few of us walk down to the undercroft, dipping our heads under aircon ducts to a safe, unopened for fifty years and for which the combination has recently been discovered. There’s mild excitement in the air as Bobby fiddles with the ancient dial, finally getting the code right and opening the thick metal door. Inside is another little cupboard containing files and paperwork unseen for decades. There’s also a safe deposit key. Everyone speculates humorously about the possibilities. But the further three million required to complete the building work is not in evidence. It’s weird to be surrounded by these quiet people of faith in the middle of a rock tour. I sense Gavin trembling in the awkwardness and I try to smother him in a pocket, lest some minister think I’ve come here for a miracle. Gavin is such a faithless bastard. Gavin is a giveaway.

Back at the venue, there are plans afoot to unite all three bands for a finale and a scratch rehearsal erupts, which I watch from the back of the arena. Kris and Iain are gamely giving it a go. I’ll keep my powder dry until I get through the heavy schedule of the first few weeks. I’ve been fast asleep in my bunk every night around the time of the final encore, anyway. I can’t keep my eyes open past ten.

The Milwaukee gig is chilly and Gavin is dancing about of his own volition. On one song, which I sing without the armour of an instrument, I have trouble steadying the microphone at my lips with my right hand. I wonder what this looks like to the audience. Do they think I’m nervous? Do they think I’m a bit frail? Drunk? If I grab Gavin with my left hand, I can strangle the fucker, but it feels unnatural. Perhaps, like Ian Curtis’s frenzied dancing echoed his epileptic seizures, I could make it part of the act. But I long to be normal. I don’t want to have some handicap taken into account. I just want to be judged for getting the songs across, for putting some feeling over. Easier said than done when you’re spending half your energy fighting the feebleness and wondering what further little errors will creep up next. A missed beat, a missed note, a fumbled syllable. I’m coming full circle. I’m turning back into the amateur I was at sixteen. Third on the bill again. Will I soon be back to being a bedroom balladeer, never to be seen on stage again, a rickety old rock singer rotting in the attic? Not if the marvellous medications keep doing their sweet job.






DAY 7, St Cloud, MN

I’m sitting outside a Mexican restaurant in Minnesota reading the New York Review of Books. It’s 26 degrees and I’m a mile from the Mississippi. The fish tacos have cheered me significantly and I sip Coke from a big red plastic tumbler under a Dos Equis-branded sunshade. I read ‘asevrec’ through the fabric. Silly mariachi music pipes from a wall-mounted speaker behind me as desultory traffic slowly hushes past. I’m in downtown St Cloud on our first day off. I’m looking onto two- and three-storey brick buildings typical of the West and Midwest around the late nineteenth century. I think they’re lovely, discreetly detailed and solidly unpretentious. Not grand but honest and dependable. Wide tree-lined streets, chattering birds, brushstrokes of white across a pale blue sky. A pick-up parks up and the loud twangs of country music briefly burst out as the driver opens his door. My mariachi guys win out in the end.

I take a flight of stairs down to the river. Two companions paddle past in an old wooden kayak. How very Mark Twain. They pass under a rusted railway bridge, engineered in that Meccano style. I stop at a sign to read about the indigenous people who hunted this part of the country. There’s a sad photograph of three figures sitting outside U-shaped shelters made from carefully twined branches, regarding the camera with cold disdain. The walkway runs by a deserted office parking garage, recently built but presumably cunted by Covid. The path quickly comes to a cul-de-sac and I spot a distant circular sign on a pole denoting a Target. Might as well head there. Something to do. I’ll buy a hat. And I do.

But the way is barred by roadworks. I try an improvised diversion, which looks like it’s leading nowhere until I come to a set of railway tracks beyond which lies the Shangri-La of an air-conditioned superstore. I gingerly stalk over the six lines, toeing the heat-cracked sleepers like a tightrope walker. Suddenly remembering the cobra in Toledo Zoo, I steer clear of patches of dead leaves. The shop is humongous and garish and sad. I fiddle with a hat I fear might make me look like I’m trying to be a hipster sort. I decide against and go plain. Staid. That’s me.

Walking back into town, I meet two bored colleagues, Iain and Brian, who are sitting roadside at a corner bar. I join them for three zero-alcohol beers which steel me for the hour and a half hike to the hotel, for which Iain accompanies me. I sense vaguely that, since my diagnosis, Iain has been keeping an eye on my general condition. It’s not an unwelcome feeling, though for a time before I started medication, I felt like the band were carrying me. Instead of leading, I was leaning back. The little yellow pills have corrected that. How long will they remain effective?

The sun is sliding west and north, and the evening air is pleasant on the skin. The arrow-straight route runs parallel with the Mississippi, passing detached clapboard houses that, as Iain opines, look like they could be thrown up in an afternoon. After an hour, I feel like we’ve decided to walk the length of the river. Maps shows seventeen days to New Orleans, but I guess that’s without stopping. By my calculation (which is unreliable), you could do it in 160 days if you averaged eight miles per day.

We arrive at the truck-stop hotel around sunset. The only restaurant in the area just closed. I queue at Subway and the trucker in front of me has a holstered pistol and sheathed hunting knife displayed on his belt. He’s a pot-bellied tit with a pathetic beard and a wanker’s cowboy hat. His T-shirt is emblazoned with the logo, ‘American Fighter’. I seethe at this exhibition of wounded, snarling masculinity. The serving staff go along making up his food as if there’s nothing unusual about a customer standing two feet away boasting of his willingness, perhaps strong desire, to administer lethal force. I wonder if I just screamed ‘I have a suicide vest!’, he might pop a plug in my chest and scalp me for good measure. I bet he dreams of such scenarios. Fucking tool. Later, I stretch out on my big bed and stare into the black hole of the TV. Sleep comes with the stealth of a nerve agent. I’m gone.






DAY 8, Waite Park, MN

I ponce around my room, making use of the last bastion of private space for the next seven days. I dawdle over every task, basking in the unscheduled hours. We hit the venue site around noon, a shed stage with uncovered amphitheatre. I walk into the outer world, the sun lashing, my shadow so short as to be nothing at all. I find Menards, a massive hardware store, and go inside to cool down. I take a long rest on some garden furniture. A trapped bird cheeps alarm from the metal roof. I finger some work shirts and baseball caps. In the car park, men are thrusting sheets of wood into their pick-up trucks. It’s a carnival of virility. I walk back to the entertainment compound.

In the dressing room, Iain and Kris are joylessly rehearsing their parts for the finale. The more I hear the song, the more I want nothing to do with it. I imagine I’ll succumb to the collective positive vibes at some point, but I’ve not yet been awake at the appointed hour of the evening. 10 p.m. still feels like four in the morning to me. They’ll be pretending to be having a rocking good time while I’m unconscious, the drone of a history of WWII audiobook clamped to my ears.

In the dressing room, I lie on a white leather sofa strewn with gold lamé scatter cushions. I’m swimming in a parody of luxury. I dab at my device disconsolately. Incoming/outgoing. Messages, messages. Through the tinted window, I see Andy perched on a stool under a sun brolly, working on his laptop. We’re all just burning up the hours until action stations. This is why we used to drink and smoke weed for hours after shows. It gives your day a purpose, an endpoint to anticipate with excitement. Doing all this sober is like being forced to read your favourite books without punctuation. I bumped into a friend before coming over here. He did a lot of similar long tours on this circuit as a tech. He adopted the habit of choosing a hobby for each trip. One jaunt, he made model aeroplanes. I suppose writing this is a hobby. It certainly kills a lot of time. But so much of the time is empty of interest that it’s hard to find anything to write about. I’m just throwing words into a phone. It’s meaningless. It’s agonisingly boring. And it’s also infantilising and stupefying. We’re turning into thick babies.

After tonight’s show, I pop out front to meet an old friend from Minneapolis. Jodi’s been diagnosed with stage-4 breast cancer. We swap commiserations. It’s comforting being among people with other ghastly afflictions. You share a fatalism. Her partner is a card – drunk in that louche, pitiful but endearing way. My friend says their romance has been a thirty-year battle, but sometimes it’s worth it. I hope it will be for them.

On the backstage deck, I have a conversation with Doug, our young American merch guy. He’s a sweet kid with a nose for numbers. He tells me his dad was an insurance broker with a team of a hundred salespeople. But his company was dragged under by a larger firm he was contracted to and he became sick and died. Poor guy. You can see the drive in his eyes, the hunger. I accidentally activate the microphone in my notes app and our conversation is transliterated into a long screed of garbled syntax that looks like modernist prose. I go back to the bus and listen to some relaxing Krautrock, the first Neu! album. I guess without Neu!, you don’t get Wire. And without Wire, you don’t get Blur. What did Blur beget?

Iain arrives in the bus back lounge having done his duty on the finale. I feel like one of those burnouts delegating more and more responsibility to others. My fire is slowly going out. Let it all die.






DAY 9, Mankato, MN

I wake up on the edge of Mantako by the Minnesota River and walk up to the main street that runs parallel with it. There are those quaint little turn-of-the-century brick edifices again. It’s Saturday, hot and muggy, and there’s an art fair on one of the side streets. I already know the score, but I take a look through some sense of duty. Forty little gazebos flogging objects of NO DISCERNIBLE INTEREST OR VALUE AT ALL. Just because you made this shit in your garage doesn’t make it any less a candidate for instant landfill than a plastic toy made in Taiwan. The only possible reason I can see why anyone would buy this stuff is sheer pity for the artisans themselves. Don’t fucking encourage them. They’re deluded idiots. Stop this madness now!

I pass the university campus where graduates and their guests are flocking in a grassy square. This is one of those bastions of liberalism in a deeply conservative area. Most people look like farmers but are sporting rainbow tattoos and daring amounts of black clothing. A lot of migrants from New England, apparently. I plan my day. The Champions League final kicks off at 2 p.m. and I believe Brian has access to a feed on his tablet. I shall finish my coffee in this local gaff, swing by a drugstore for no reason at all and wend my woke way back to the happy-camper showground.
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