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  Chapter One: Rock and Roll Suicide?


  The sunrise glinted off the smoked glass windows of the tour bus as it pulled into the parking lot behind the large outdoor amphitheatre, gradually slowed before juddering to a complete halt. It was this final, sharp mechanical quiver that woke a few of the vehicle’s occupants. From outside the bus, a few pale faces inside could be seen pressed against the glass staring out and muffled cries of recognition could be heard as they announced to their still-sleeping colleagues that they had arrived at their destination.


  “What’s going on?” asked one of the men, yawning and rising from his bunk. He ran his hands through his thinning, spiky, peroxide-tinged hair before letting out a seriously loud yawn, “So are we here then?”


  A “yes boss” came from the other end of the bus and the man ran his fists and punched the air: “Rock and fucking roll!” he screamed before running to the other men at the front of the bus.


  “So here we are,” he announced with a big grin on his face, “We are at the Tweeter Center in the Windy City and we are going to give it some. I can’t wait. This is our first outdoor gig of the tour and it is going to be a blinder.”


  This is Vince Pearl; he is a 44-year-old musician from England, who up until six months ago had given up the music business a decade previously to re-join the nine-to-five workforce and world of earning an honest wage. However, his career as a marketing executive for a publishing company was cut short when one of his songs was used as the title track in the hit romantic comedy movie, “Don’t Say a Word”. The days of leaving the office late and returning home to an empty flat were over – he was a rock star again and engaged in a lightning stadium tour of the US. He felt that this was his second chance at a career in music; this was his encore and this time he wasn’t going to get it wrong. He rubbed his stomach; his nerves about touring and the increased workload had helped him shift the extra pounds he had accumulated over the years. It had been a long time since he had been a fully-fledged rock star, but he did his best to look the part. A new haircut, the latest clothes and a confident swagger had got him this far. It was all about image.


  “I can’t believe we’ve made it this far. We are halfway through the tour already and it’s been a blur,” said Tom Wilkinson, the drummer for Vince’s new band, “It’ll all be over in a fortnight.”


  “Yeah, but then we do a second tour,” replied Vince with an air of optimism.


  “I’m not sure of that, V,” replied Tom, “There’ve been some empty seats. What about Boston? I don’t know if the management will be able to pull together another tour so soon. I think you peaked already, mate.”


  “Rubbish. We just need to play smaller venues. More college towns that like rock and we’ll be fine,” argued Vince, “Ain’t that right, Greg?”


  Greg Silbermann came thundering down the bus with an expression on his face that was a portent of extremely bad news. Silbermann had been brought in by the record company to handle this short US tour and it was the first time he had worked with Vince. Silbermann specialised in handling short tours and artistes that were new to the scene.


  “What is that cheap cologne you are wearing?” asked Tom, “You stink like a cheap Parisian whore!”


  “No he always smells like that,” piped up Vince with a smile.


  “Very funny,” said Greg, his face hard and tanned, as if it had been carved from rock, his features taught and tights as if his skin had been stretched over his bones like a drumhead pulled over frame. His trademark was that he always seemingly wore sunglasses that hid his eyes and a pair of black, patent leather gloves. His thin lips parted slightly to show his white teeth and he replied, “A dab of aftershave covers a multitude of sins.”


  “So what’s the problem?” asked Vince, turning to face Silbermann.


  “A word,” said Silbermann, pulling Vince away from Tom and pushing him to the rear of the bus where the rest of the bunks were and the rest of the entourage were sleeping. He stopped suddenly by one bunk and gestured with his hand to Vince. He pointed and then drew his finger to his lips as if to ask for silence.


  “What’s up?” asked Vince in his normal speaking voice, ignoring his manager’s request, “Has someone shit the bed?”


  “Keep it quiet!” hissed Silbermann, “I don’t want this to cause a scene.”


  


  


  He slowly reached down to the bunk and drew back the blanket and looking Vince square in the face he requested he look at the occupant of the bunk. Vince leaned down in the semi-darkness and tried to make out the face.


  “It’s Smudger!” replied Vince, “Did he have too much to drink last night.”


  “He’s not asleep,” said Silbermann quietly, “He’s dead. Check his arm.”


  Silbermann then silently rolled back the blankets and revealed a pale, fleshy arm to his charge. Vince scanned the arm and noticed that a small hypodermic needle was dangling precariously from a studded blue vein. Instinctively, he reached out and touched the arm and drew back instantly when he realised that the flesh was cold as the grave.


  “No, no, no!” recoiled Vince, “Not Smudger. He’s been clean for years. No. No fucking way. What am I going to tell his wife?”


  “Tell her he killed himself with an overdose, the stupid bastard,” came the reply. Silbermann drew the blanket back up over the body and covered the head, before turning to Vince and with a sudden finality adding, “That’s it. I’m going to have to call the police now and get them to deal with this.”


  “But what about the gig?” asked Vince, “The gig will still be good.”


  “For Christ’s sake, man. Listen to yourself!” retorted Silbermann, “This is supposedly your best friend here, the most senior member of the road crew and the chief rigger. I don’t know.” He paused for a moment before stroking his chin and adding, “We’ve got to do the show otherwise we’ll get sued. You know what they are like out here. Fans have rioted for lesser bands.”


  With that he pushed his way past Vince and headed towards the front of the bus. Silbermann said something to the driver before descending the steps and moving out into the parking lot. From the bus, he could be seen taking his mobile phone from his jacket pocket, dialling a number and then talking into the mouthpiece. By this time, some of the band and road crew had a sense that something was going on.


  Vince stood by the bunk and leant against the opposing wall. He thought back to the glory days of his first band, Outrider, and how he had first met Les “Smudger” Smith on their very first tour in 1982. Like all road crew, he was a character, larger than life, a walking caricature of all the other roadies rolled into a ponytail and an oil-stained T-shirt. If you wanted a dirty joke, he was the man. If you wanted to know about the town you were playing, he would tell you where you needed to go. He was a walking encyclopaedia of useless trivia and a champion boules player. Vince stood there thinking about the body and how crazy it was. Of all the people on the bus, Smudger was the cleanest, turning his back on drink and drugs, and this just didn’t make sense. He had promised Vince that he had been clean and that he had been treated for his addiction problems many years ago. Vince turned and headed towards the front of the tour bus when a hand grabbed his arm.


  “What’s going on?” asked Richard Ester, guitarist with the Vince Pearl Band.


  “It’s bad news. Smudger’s dead,” he replied, “Drugs. Needle in his arm. Terrible news.”


  His voice trailed off and Ester realised that his assumption were right and that something unpleasant was unfolding before him. He pulled away and began to relay the information to the next set of waiting ears. Vince continued on his way off the bus with the news chattering from mouth to ear to mouth like wildfire behind him. He stepped into the fresh morning air and took in a deep lungful, before staggering over to Silbermann.


  “You got a fag?” he asked.


  “You don’t smoke,” replied Silbermann.


  “Well, it’s a little too early to have a drink and I thought a cigarette my calm my nerves,” he answered. Silbermann reached into his pocket, pulled out a crumbled pack and threw it into the direction of Vince. He caught the packet and retrieved a thin, white stick of tobacco. In a second volley, Silbermann threw over a small disposable lighter. Vince put the cigarette to his lips, flicked the lighter until he sparked a flame and put it to the free end of the cigarette. He puffed gently and coughed sharply as the smoke entered his lungs for the first time in six years. Vince was never a smoker and the last time he had smoked was at an office Christmas party when a colleague began handing out Cuban cigars. The current draught of cigarette smoke instantly transported him back to the toilet in his flat and he remembered how he vomited copiously the morning after the Cuban cigar. The nicotine slowly began to take the edge off the day.


  “So the police are coming?” asked Vince between puffs.


  “Yup – should be here soon. They’ll want to interview us all, which reminds me, you have an interview at 10 o’clock with a local hack. You were meant to talk to them on the bus, but I’ll see if I can find a local coffee house where you can talk,” explained Silbermann.
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  At 11.08am that same day, Vince Pearl stepped into the Jug O’ Java coffee house in downtown Chicago, leaving the cab that had deposited him there under Silbermann’s instructions to pull away and rejoin the busy morning traffic. Vince stood awkwardly at the door waiting for his eyes to adjust to his new environment. He quickly scanned the small shop until he noticed a feminine hand pop up over the heads of the other patrons.


  “Mr Pearl!” called a female voice, “Over here, Mr Pearl.”


  Vince headed towards the booth that contained his appointment. He popped his head around the corner of the booth and spied a twenty-something female journalist grinning back at him. She was fresh-faced and had dark straight hair, she seemed trendy but Vince couldn’t place which particular pop-subculture she belonged to. Her hand shot out and there was a couple of seconds of awkwardness as Vince took his time to react.


  “Pleased to meet you,” he said reaching for her hand, “You must be…?”


  “Sarah,” she replied, “I am from the News Sun. Pleased you could take the time to talk to us.”


  “It’s no problem,” said Vince sliding into the booth and sitting opposite her. He signalled to a passing waitress and asked for a black coffee, before turning back to Sarah the journalist and saying, “I don’t get asked to do many interviews these days. So where do you want to start?”


  “So what’s it like to be on the comeback trail?” she asked candidly without any embarrassment.


  “Good question,” he nodded before pausing to gather his thoughts, after a while he began to speak slowly and carefully, “It’s great. I’d given up on my music career ten years ago and then out of the blue I get a call from my old record company telling me that my song is being used in the number one US film. There’s interest again. And when there’s interest, the record company wants to capitalise on it. But I am not doing this for the money because there isn’t any; the record company will get that. I am just here to recapture my youth, I guess.”


  “Was it hard to start up again after all that time?” she asked.


  “Yes. I’d stopped playing, performing or whatever. It was over, so we did a couple of weeks of hard rehearsal before coming out here. Luckily, I’ve got a really tight band behind me so they make it a lot easier,” he explained, toying with the packets of sugar on the table, “But we’ve got the big hit to play and some of my solo stuff and we are even do some old Outrider material too.”


  “Really?” she said raising her eyebrows, “That was your old band. Tell me about them. Give me a potted history for the readers who might not be that familiar with them.”


  “Outrider? Well that was my first band. We all went to the same school in South London in the early 1970s and got together there. We used to play covers and stuff and entertain the other kids. Then after we left school we continued to play, it was something to do to get away from work. Eventually, the music took over and the four of us became committed to making the band a success. It took us time, touring the London pub circuit and generating interest and we didn’t get signed until 1982. It was about hard work, graft in those days. We made five albums together and in 1990, I left them. That was it. It was acrimonious, so we don’t speak. I haven’t talk to any of them in 15 years, so that’s that. The music business does that to people: like religion, it can turn brother against brother.”


  “Your solo albums were quite different to the music you made with Outrider. How did that come about?” Sarah asked.


  “Oh, with Outrider it was all about going in different directions. We started out as a balls-out rock and roll band and by the time I’d left, the record sales were significantly down and we’d been through our experimental phase. There were elements of jazz, progressive rock, classical, all thrown in the pot. That’s fine, but when I left the music scene was changing. It was going dance. Rock was out of fashion, you see? My two solo albums weren’t a reaction to that or Outrider. I just like writing songs. Simple songs – songs that you can whistle. My father told me that the best songs are the ones you can whistle and that’s right. All pop is simple, easily remembered. The more complicated things get, the more you alienate your listener.”


  “So tell me about your solo records? Are there any plans to reissue them?” asked Sarah as the waitress returning and placed the hot black coffee in front of Vince.


  “Well there were two solo records. The first, self-titled, record was paid for by the record company, so it sounds expensive and the production is a bit lush. It sounds quite dated now. It fucking bombed. The second album was a reaction to that, to the record company. It was called ‘Pearls Before the Swine’ and it was basically a two-fingered salute to the record industry…or is that a one-fingered salute over here?” he laughed before putting some sugar in his coffee, stirring it and raising the cup to his lips. He concentrated on his coffee for a moment before deciding that this was a fine cup and continued with his story, “That album was great because it was just me in my home studio. I did everything on that, though I had some help with the drums. But it was all me and that’s where the current hit has been taken from. ‘Don’t Say a Word’ is from that record and I am really pleased that it has had a second chance. It was completely overlooked before. That record got no backing, unsurprisingly, no promotion and no sales. After that, I was screwed. The music business didn’t want to know, so I got a proper job and forgot about music. But what the fuck? I am back now and I am going to make a real go of it. To answer your second question, I don’t think those solo albums will ever get reissued.”


  “So what are your future plans?” asked Sarah, watching Vince finish of his coffee.


  “I’m wishing I’d had a pastry. Those cinnamon buns look tasty,” he replied looking over at the counter, “Plans? The plan is that we can do another smaller tour. Maybe go back to the studio, do some new stuff. I’m at a good point as there are a lot of options open to me. I am very optimistic. The future is bright.”


  “That’s good to hear,” affirmed Sarah.


  “I got the songs in here,” he smiled tapping his temple, “I had ten years working in sales to get new stuff together. All those boring meetings, I’d be there scribbling words down when I should have been writing notes. But I’ve got a load of stuff I want to do.”


  “And what about your old band?” she asked, “Any plans to get back with them?”


  “I don’t know,” he said, his face turning downward to his cup as he tried to maintain an air of diplomacy, “We fell out of touch a long time ago. I don’t even see any of them. There have been discussions in the past, but I don’t think it will ever happen. There’s too much history there. Too many problems that need to be sorted out.”


  “Care to elaborate?” Sarah asked.


  “No,” replied Vince, “It was a long, long time ago and I would prefer to forget all that stuff,” his voice trailed off before he perked up and said brightly, “Let’s talk about the now, shall we?”


  The interview continued for another twenty minutes and Vince spoke about the tour and the response he’s had to the comeback. He dropped a few hints about the setlist and did his best to promote that evening’s set. It was a shame that the article would be in tomorrow’s newspaper as a sidebar to the review of the concert, but Vince didn’t mind. He was flattered by the attention he was getting from the press and as experience had bore out, any press is good press. Meanwhile, in the back of his mind, the morning events were shuffling forward and he kept being distracting by the memory of Smudger’s corpse and the needle jabbed into the cold, dead flesh. The image flashed on and off like a beacon, jarring his senses and making it difficult for him to concentrate on the task at hand. He wanted to talk about it but knew that this wasn’t the time.


  With the interview over, he said his goodbyes and then faced the unenviable task of hailing a cab back to the venue. Eventually a yellow cab pulled up and he stepped inside, giving his directions to the driver. He collapsed back into the seat and thought about the show that night. It was going to be tough to perform and he already felt emotionally drained by the day. Talking to the journalist caused his memory to think back to his glory days with Outrider and his thoughts turned to keyboard player Geoff Simms, bass player David Seymour and drummer Tim Holden. They were an amazing outfit before the egos got in the way of the music and Vince began to wonder what had happened to his former friends. Were they still making music? Had they gone to the 9 to 5 like him? Had they settled into a life of domesticity? It seemed like such a long time since he last saw them, having cut off all contact with them when he left the band.


  “Oh what could have been,” he whispered as he breathed on the glass of the cab and drew a little pattern with his finger, “Why do we do this to each other?”


  In an alternative universe, there was a version of Outrider that was still playing with Smudger still alive responsible for the lighting and they played every night to thousands of a cheering fans. It was a nice daydream, thought Vince, but it was just that a day dream. There was no way he would ever be reunited with Outrider. There was just too much bad blood between them all.


  Suddenly, his thoughts took him in a different direction and he began to run over in his head the previous night and the game of cards and the conversation that he had with Smudger. There was no overt indication that his friend was going to do this. There was no warning sign at all. His friend seemed happy and cheerful and it was as if they were reliving their glory days together. As the cab snaked through the traffic and continued on its journey back to the venue, Vince contemplated how he was going to break the news to Smudger’s wife, now widowed. How do you tell a woman that her husband is dead?


  “Rock and fucking roll,” he whispered under his breath as he stared out through the windscreen into the drab Chicago cityscape.
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