

    
        
          Black Velvet

        

        
        
          Fox N. Locke

        

        
          Published by Fox N. Locke, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BLACK VELVET

    

    
      First edition. June 5, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Fox N. Locke.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230540465

    

    
    
      Written by Fox N. Locke.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Part One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Part Two

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Part Three

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Part Four

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Part Five

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Part Six

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Part Seven

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Chapter Sixty-Eight

Chapter Sixty-Nine

About the Author
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            Content Warnings
Black Velvet contains discussions of suicide, eating disorders, drug abuse, terrorism, bullying, and references to homophobic and transphobic language. It includes depictions of gender dysphoria, depression, anxiety, alcohol abuse, drowning, death and animal death, violence, grief, and parent loss.
Resources
If you are struggling with suicidal ideation, or know someone who needs support, please visit: www.mind.org.uk, www.papyrus-uk.org, and/or www.samaritans.org. 
For help with eating disorders, please visit: www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk. 
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‘Sugar We’re Goin Down’
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Chapter One
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Twenty-eight years after he was dead and buried, the ghost of Elvis Presley prodded a misty finger through my forehead. 

“Come on man, you got grief counsellin’.” 

Relenting, I opened an eye. He floated above the bed, grey and muted in a shirt and sports jacket, his waist tapering to a tail. A moment’s peace before his finger met my head again and sent a chill scuttling down my spine. 

“I’m getting up,” I said, trying to swat his incorporeal-ness away. “I’m getting up.”

It was more like crawling, then rising from the tomb with the quilt a burial shroud around my shoulders. Upright and all but awake, I reached for my mobile and found half a dozen texts courtesy of Kim’s insomnia.

“I thought your mom was gonna blow a gasket down there,” said Elvis. His quiff was immaculate, even if it looked like someone had dipped him in talcum powder. 

“Let her blow,” I said, clutching the quilt to my chest. “I’m not going.”

“You told her, remember? Said you promised.”

“I said I’d think about it. I thought about it and decided that no, I don’t really wanna go. So I’m not. Me and Kim are going to Ben’s funeral.” 

“You weren’t invited.”

“Course we weren’t invited. Ben hated me.” 

“This Harold and Maude thing’s gettin’ real old.”

Snorting, I said, “There’s no way you ever watched Harold and Maude.”

“Nah, but you did. Every day for three months.”

“Who’s counting?” I tossed my mobile onto the bed, followed quickly by the quilt, leaving it in a lump to deal with later.  

“Go on,” I said, waving at the door. “I wanna get dressed.” 

“All I’m sayin’s the councillor will call her and there’ll be hell to pay and—” 

Whatever else he’d been saying cut short as he phased through my bedroom door. His outline lingered like snail slime for a count of three before it fizzled away to nothing. Only a scattershot of band pics cut out of Kerrang! and taped in place.

It didn’t take long to swap my vest and shorts for skinnies, two unpadded sports bras beneath a black tee. I pulled on my Vans, stuffed my mobile in one pocket, iPod in the other, and checked my hair in the wardrobe mirror.

Downstairs, I found Mum waiting for me with another quarter pint of her patent-pending protein juice (or peanut butter and banana to us mortals). 

“Salmon and steamed greens for dinner.” She handed me the glass then turned back to the blender. “Can you pick up some soy sauce on your way home?”

A mouthful of smoothie. Thick as tar and about as hard to swallow. “Sure.”

“Light, not the dark. Remember.” 

“Dark’s for colour, I know. Aren’t you supposed to be at work today?” 

Whatever Mum had blended for her own breakfast wasn’t banana-based. It looked pea green and about as appealing. A sprinkling of brown powder turned it into pondwater. “Trish is picking me up at half past. We’re carpooling.”

A laugh chased a mouthful of smoothie down my throat. I sputtered, reaching for a cloth. 

Mum, smirking, said, “That’ll teach you. Air pollution’s no laughing matter.”

She was the portrait of elegance sipping at her own drink. Even if there were still little chunks of carrot floating in it. Imagining swallowing so many tiny lumps killed my own appetite. Expect a mid-morning resurrection. 

Elvis rose out of the kitchen counter, through vegetable peelings and jars of dried seeds and spices. “What d’you call this thing?” he said, pointing to the splatters up the sides of the blender. 

I shrugged with both hands and left him squinting while I began a scavenger hunt for my hoodie. There, stuffed down the side of the sofa with one sleeve reaching out for the floor. 

When me and the hoodie became one again, I called “I’m going now, bye,” and made a beeline for the front door. 

“Counselling, then college,” Mum shot back from the kitchen. “Don’t forget the soy sauce.”

Before the door clicked onto the latch behind me, I had my mobile out and a text to Kim on the go.

crem @ 10 bring chips!

“You didn’t finish your breakfast,” said Elvis as he caught me up on the street. 

“It’s full of peanut butter, you’d love it,” I said. The sun painted warm patches on my back. Another sweltering day to bring me out in despair, woe, and rashes. 

Elvis did a double take that would’ve looked cartoonish on anyone, never mind a ghost. “You left your guitar inside.”

“I won’t need it, there’s no practical lessons today,” I said and skimmed Kim’s response. “If I can be fucked to go in.”

“What’s wrong, man? Thought you had a good time learnin’ music.” 

The breeze blew my fringe one way and I pushed it to the other. In the end, I had to stop and check my reflection in a car window still chalky with recent rain. Sometimes, a good hair day was the difference between feeling even and spiralling. 

“It’s like learning everything except the music,” I said. “I don’t care about production or lighting or anything. I just wanna sing and play. That’s it.”

“Maybe your mom’s right and you should switch it up. Try sumthin’ new.”

“Great, now you too.”

“Just sayin’, might be worth thinkin’ about.”

Instead of going right at the bottom of the street, where a group of chavs were lurking, I went left, stuck my hands in my pockets and sped up. 

Elvis rushed out in front of me. I was never sure if the whoosh of air was me imagining the sound of ghost-powered propulsion or whatever ectoplasm sounded like when it shifted. Seeing as I could count the people I knew who were haunted on one finger, I couldn’t compare notes. 

“Grief doc’s the other way,” he said.

I shot a glance over my shoulder. The chavs were still clustered together. Stomping on a dog, stabbing each other; whatever they did for shits and giggles. 

“Told you I wasn’t going,” I said, pulling my hood up. “And I don’t wanna get my head kicked in, so it’s the long way to the crem. Alright?”

“Relax, man. Told you, should learn karate. Don’t let no one mess with you.”

“Easy for you to say. Anyone hits you, it’ll pass right through. The dead have it easy.”

From one breath to the next, Elvis disappeared like morning mist. Now he wasn’t hovering about, I pulled out my iPod, twisted the earbuds in and spent five minutes scrolling through albums before giving it up for shuffle. Billy Werner screamed for me and the day felt a little bit easier to bear. 
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Mourners waited outside the crematorium like an identity parade. The hearse pulled up, stuffed with flowers, wreaths, and whatever was left of Ben’s body. A few seconds later, a Mercedes joined it, liquid black and shining in the sun. 

From up on the hill, the funeral directors looked like vampires, all black ties, top hats, and tails. They eased the coffin out and, one to a corner, carried it into the building. No wails, sobs, or shrieks, just the sound of traffic shushing by. 

“There he goes,” I said, pulling up a clump of grass from between my knees. 

Kim, saluting, said, “So long Ben, we hardly knew you,” and returned to her chips. 

Family and close friends followed the coffin as everybody else trailed along behind. Distant relatives, college tutors, second- and third-tier friends.

“You’d think they would have found some other way to get him here,” said Kim, sat in her choker, tartan skirt, and Verdigris Burns t-shirt. A ring glittered in her lip and her freckles looked like cracked black pepper blown across her nose. 

“What’re they supposed to use? A catapult?” 

“I’m just saying, if I died in a car wreck, I wouldn’t want to go anywhere near another car again.” 

“Girl’s got a point there,” said Elvis.

“You’d be dead, what would you care?” 

I’d said it to Kim, though I’d looked at Elvis. He floated a foot above the ground, semi-transparent as smoke. He’d swapped shirt and slacks for his black conquistador jumpsuit, the one with the cape that made him look like Batman. 

I couldn’t say anything to him out loud, not if I didn’t want Kim thinking I was a nutter. Instead I settled for a glare. 

With his brows, every frown made it look like gravity worked double time. “I’m goin’ in for a closer look,” he said, then zipped off down the hill, across the field and through the fence to reach the crem. 

All the mourners were inside now. Except for the hearse and the tall chimney stack, it could’ve been a bungalow complex. 

I reached for a chip and chewed it slow. “Do you think Ben’ll become one of those ghosts that haunts the road, like hitchhiking, then scaring drivers shitless when they pick him up?” 

“Ghosts are supposed to haunt wherever they died,” said Kim. “That’d be the car. But they’d melt that down to make more, so he’d be haunting a new car. Like Christine.”

“I thought Christine was an old car that fixed itself?”

“Whatever, he’d be a ghost car.”

“It’s what he would have wanted.”

Kim had one of those little girl laughs that never matched her panda eyes and black and blue striped hair. “Sounds pretty Ballardian, I love it.”

“I could fart and you’d think it was Ballardian.”

She thrust a chip at me en garde and stuck it in her mouth. “It’s not my fault he wrote the best novel of the twentieth century.”

As far as Kim was concerned there were only five writers worth reading: Ballard, Kafka, Angela Carter, Toni Morrison, and Mary Shelley. Everything else was, and I quote, “anathema”. Don’t even get her started on music. She could write the book on pop-punk. 

Kim shoved the mortal remains of the chips at me. “Do you want any more of these?” 

I shook my head and, one by one, she tossed them onto the grass before screwing up the paper and stuffing it into her Jack and Sally bag. Continuing her usual ritual, she pulled out her pills, knocked one back and dry swallowed like that TV doctor. 

Diet pills. Not that they worked. Not that she needed them. She caught my eye, daring me to mention it. I didn’t. 

“Do you think we’ll see the smoke?” she said, looking away from me as a couple of pigeons landed to scout the area out around the chips.

“Maybe if this was actually Auschwitz,” I said. 

“Ben was always in the gym. Maybe muscle burns blacker than fat. Urgh, imagine the smell.”

“Barbequed Ben, yum.”

“I know which bit you’d eat,” she said, giving my shoulder a shove. 

“Right, I’m a cannibal. How could I forget?” 

Kim held up a finger and, curling her top lip over her gap teeth, put on her tried and tested nerd face. “I think you’ll find it’s only cannibalism if it’s between two members of the same species. Benjamin Davies was, after careful analysis, found to be a Neanderthal.”

“Weren’t Neanderthals really smart?”

“Maybe. And maybe Ben was as well, but he still thought driving home off his tits was a good idea.” 

I couldn’t fault her there and told her as much as I stared out at the crem. If I squinted, the air looked wavery as a gas leak above the chimney. Not a whisper of smoke though. It was probably too soon for him to be torched in any case. 

“My dad won’t be back until at least three,” said Kim a little while later, “so we can go and have sex if you want.”

“Can do,” I said. “Nothing like a funeral to get me going.”

Then, before Elvis could reappear and murder the mood, I accepted Kim’s hand and put the crem at our backs.
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Chapter Three
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Despite Kim’s five author argument, both bookshelves were fit to busting. Posters, newspaper cuttings, and pictures torn from magazines patterned the far wall. The rest was all weird old photos she’d found in charity shops, necklaces hung on hooks, fairy lights along the headboard. The desk was cluttered with CDs and more scribbled-in journals than most people had thoughts. 

She dropped her bag and kicked the door closed, locking us in with the smell of old incense and sweat. The classic Kim smell. They could bottle it as ‘Teenage Witch Musk’. 

While she pulled off her t-shirt, I gave the room another once over. No telling where Elvis could be lurking and I didn’t need him seeing my O face. I kicked off my Vans as Kim unhooked her bra. She let it fall to her feet, crossed over to her desk and turned the stereo on. Verdigris Burns, surprising no one. 

Her skirt was on the floor before I’d even unbuttoned my skinnies. Wearing only her black frilly knickers, she crouched down at the wardrobe and sifted through its textile tidal surge. While she searched for sex toys, I peeled off my socks and jeans and slipped down my boxers. My t-shirt and sports bras stayed right where they were.

“Aha!” said Kim, standing. She raised the strap-on above her head like a dick-shaped Excalibur. 

The harness was less a scabbard, more a holster as she slipped the six-incher into place. Her bellybutton was pierced with a little heart-eyed skull (which her dad knew about) and there were barbells in both nipples (which her dad most definitely did not). 

Vince Allen screamed about death in love and love in death from the stereo. Kneeling, Kim helped buckle me into the harness, then she stood, slipped off her knickers and sprawled belly up on the bed. I laid flat on my front, pressing the buckled dick down, and started licking her clit. The rock of her hips offered a counter rhythm to my tongue and the motion of a finger arched up inside her. She tasted of cream and salt and came as ‘Tears in Rain’ finished and Vince Allen broke down crying for a full on minute, the reverb making it a banshee wail.

“You can fuck me now,” said Kim, rolled over and pressed up to all fours. 

I spat in my hand, slicked the strap-on and lined up the tip. Kim groaned low and slow as the dick slipped in. A few times to get things going, then I dug my fingers into her soft hips and found the right tempo. 

We fucked that way for a little while before Kim pulled away and pushed me back for straddling. The bed creaked with every thrust and I’m pretty sure next door could hear. Hands flat on my shoulders, she rode me like a woman possessed until she bucked, tightened up and let out a choking moan that sent a shiver through me. 

A rush of breath and she bent double, the dick still inside. We passed the same air between us, warmed in Kim’s lungs, cooled on its way to my mouth, then sucked down deep again. 

“Do you want me to do anything?” she said. 

After a moment or two to consider, I decided yes, I wanted to be wanked. 

She eased off me and went and sat between my thighs. I cocked one leg to give her better access. With one hand, she worked the anaemic silicon strap-on aside and, using finger and thumb of the other, did the same for my clit (...dick? I’m not even sure what to call it anymore).

Set to repeat, the CD span right around to the intro track by the time I came. 
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When Elvis appeared through the bedroom floor, Kim was back in bra and knickers. I straightened the sheets, leaving nothing but a few damp patches and some wet wipes to show for our fun. 

“They could hear you down in China, the noise you two were makin’,” he said, hovering by the bedside. He wore one of his full, cheek dimpling smiles that devolved into a lip curl. 

“You know Elvis dated a lot of fourteen-year-olds,” I said, yanking up my skinnies. 

Kim, elbowing into her t-shirt, lingered at the stereo. From the debut Verdigris Burns album to the rarities CD she’d burned herself and covered in spiky permanent marker hearts. “That right?” She skipped forward until, finally, a song started. I only needed to hear the opening chord to know it was ‘Caged, I Remain’. A real ‘true fans’ kind of a cut. 

“Yeah, he was obsessed with purity and virginity and people said he had a real thing for fourteen-year-olds. That’s how old Priscilla was when they met. It was like his magic number.”

“So he was a paedo. Who cares?” 

An automatic response leapt up my throat before I could think on it. I bit it back, leaving word vomit dribbling down my chin. Anyone badmouths the King, I’m right there, drawing lines in the sand, waving my flag on high. But... not with everything. Some things couldn’t be defended. 

“So did Jimmy Page,” I said, instead, “so did Bill Wyman, so did—”

“Yeah, guys like fucking underage girls. What else is new? If they could get away with it now, they’d still be at it.” 

“He was a voyeur as well,” I said “Elvis, I mean.”

Kim, hand on hip, turned to look at me. “It’s not exactly James Joyce’s fart fetish or anything, but I’ll admit, I’m interested.”

“He wasn’t going to have a blood kink, was he?”

“Shame, I might have actually listened to him if he had.”

“But apparently he installed two-way mirrors in Graceland and invited couples over so he could sit and watch them fuck. Or he’d pay prostitutes to have at it with each other while he watched.”

“Did he toss off while he was gawping at them?”

“Either or. I’m not sure.”

“Where do you find all this stuff?” said Kim. She scratched herself through her knickers and bent down for her tartan skirt. 

I glanced over at Elvis but answered the same as if he’d asked me. “The internet mostly. Books. My dad had loads about him, it was like the only thing beside the paper he ever read.”

Skirt zipped up, Kim reached through the curtains and threw the window wide. “If you could have any famous person watch you fuck, who would it be? And you can’t say Elvis.”

Never mind the Spanish Inquisition, you never knew what Kim would come out with next. It’s not like she had no filters, more like she enjoyed making people squirm. 

“Well?” she said, brushing the kinks in her hair flat. There wasn’t a mirror in the room anymore.

“Give me a minute,” I said. 

A few years ago, it would’ve been easy. Chris Carrabba in all his hotness. Now, with my body becoming another country, I felt lost. The thought of even Kim seeing me so exposed was enough to make me want to fall into a dark pit sometimes, never mind anyone else watching. But Kim wasn’t the letting-things-drop type.  

I settled on Michelle Pfeiffer. It’s not as if I’d never rubbed one out thinking about her in that black latex bodysuit before. “What about you?” I fired back at Kim. 

“Easy, Hayley Williams.”

“Not Eric Draven?”

“I’m not thirteen anymore,” she said, affronted. “Anyway, I’ve got English Lit in half an hour.”

‘Caged, I Remain’ must’ve been set on repeat because as soon as the song ended it began again. Kim made a quick croaky sigh and practically tore off her skirt. She tossed it aside and it passed through Elvis before sliding under the bed. A small army of skirts and trousers followed; anything that hadn’t already been redistributed during the quest for sex toys. 

She tried on four kinds of trousers in the time it took to put one pair on. I could’ve helped, tried to make her feel better instead of sitting on the bed longing for my guitar. But I knew during clothing crises like these, the last thing you wanted was someone poking their fucking nose in. So I gave her what I’d want and looked away. 

After a while, she settled on torn baggy jeans. The air around her relaxed and some of the tension left her shoulders. 

“Looks good,” I said. And she did, but then Kim could wear a pillowcase and she’d still look like a goddess. She just never believed me. 

A smile came and went, quick as the accompanying shrug. She pulled on a hoodie and killed the stereo, swapping the CD out for her Walkman. 

“You can stay here if you want,” said Kim. “At least until Dad gets back.”

“I’d probably end up falling asleep and bumping into him.” 

“I swear he has a sixth sense for when someone’s been here anyway, even if he’s so oblivious about everything else.”

“It’s fine, I’m supposed to be at college.”

Kim slung her bag over her shoulder. “You were supposed to be at grief counselling as well,” she said. “Walk me to the bus stop?” 

“What kind of a gentlemen would I be otherwise?”

Elvis laughed. At first I thought I was the butt of the joke. As I turned, though, I found him staring down at the floor and chuckling. “Oh Lordy,” he said and covered his eyes only to look again.

He’d spotted the strap-on. 
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The bus route went past school, looped round and came back the other way through town, close enough to college for me to walk the rest of the way. So I got on with Kim and we sat at the back sharing earbuds and holding hands.

Up front, Elvis floated beside the driver as if they were chatting. Whenever a new passenger got on, they had to pass through him and ended up hunching their shoulders or drawing their jackets tight. You never quite got used to the feeling, it just became familiar, like pins and needles. Or thrush. 

Two stops from school I said, “I can walk you in. I’ll just get the next bus.”

“I’ll spare you from the sticks and stones brigade,” said Kim. “I don’t want you getting caught in the crossfire.”

“They’ve got nothing I haven’t heard before.”

A noise, not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh from Kim. “I wouldn’t put it past them. Last week, Amber called me a ‘stinky muff-diving dyke whose own mum didn’t even want her’. But it beats ‘fat emo lezzer’,” she added, crossing her forearms tighter across her stomach. “How much effort did she put into that? She must have been thinking about me all evening. It’s bad enough she knows you exist. I don’t want her chatting shit at you too. I already want to pour tabasco in her contact lens bottle. And I’ll be getting a bollocking for bunking off this morning.”

“Okay, you’ve convinced me,” I said. “But do you think I can convince you to quit sixth form and come to college?”

“If they actually offered a decent lit course, I’d be there in a heartbeat. Till then, I’m stuck here calling my pervy alchie teacher by his last name all week.”

“Is this Scratch-and-Sniff?”

“No, that’s my sociology teacher. Mr Farnham is the one with the vodka in his car who stares at girls like he thinks no one can see what a kiddie fiddler he is.”

“Ah, Mr Farnham,” I said, “how could I forget?” 

I pulled out the earbud just as Verdigris Burns were getting into that weird psychotherapy screaming stuff. A few minutes later, Kim was dinging the bell for her stop. 

“You can MSN me later, if you want,” she said, kissed me on the mouth and shuffled out of the seat.

In her place, Elvis rose like steam. We sat in silence for a while, that last song still cycling around my head like a haunting in minor key. Forty minutes later, we passed by the stop I needed for college. I watched it streak right by the window. So long I hardly knew you. 

“Missed your stop, man,” said Elvis, still clad in his conquistador outfit. It looked like he’d been drawn on tracing paper, the blacks dulled to greys. 

“I know.”

“So we goin’ sumwhere?” 

“You can go wherever you want. You said you always wanted to see Britain. Go, explore. I hear Cornwall’s nice.”

“A whole wall of corn.” 

I couldn’t help but smile, whether he was joking or not, and said, “I’ll tell you where I’m going when we get there.” 

When I did ding for a stop, it was on the edge of town, past the boating lake and just before the welcome sign. It was tepid out, a little bit of a breeze, and as many gnats as butterflies. I pushed my sleeves up and stuffed my hands in my hoodie’s front pocket. 

Elvis, catching me up, said, “The driver called you miss.” 

“And?”

“And you didn’t tell him otherwise.”

“He’s just a bus driver. Correcting everyone all the time’s either exhausting or terrifying. I’m already sick of trying.”

The footpath cut out after a few hundred yards, giving way to a grassy verge and a grim ditch filled with dirty water, crisp packets, and plastic bottles. Cars and vans whooshed past, none of them sticking to sixty, while thorns snagged at my heels like the whole world wanted me to trip and fall under a 4x4. 

It didn’t take long to find the turning off the main road. There weren’t any lights, no cats’ eyes. At night, there’d be only the moon and stars and miles of dark open land. 

Half a mile along and there it was. Black tire marks led to an oak tree a few metres beyond a sharp bend. At the base of the trunk, bouquets of wilting flowers. Beads of broken glass glinted from the grass and a smell of damp hay and horse shit hung on the air.

“Why’d you wanna come and see this?” said Elvis even as he floated almost upside down to get a closer look at the impact zone. 

“I just wanted to see where he died,” I replied. “Ben’s car crumpled like a can, but the tree only looks like it’s been clipped.”

“Nature, man. God didn’t cut no corners.”

Ben sure cut this corner. He must’ve been doing seventy, eighty, when he hit the tree head on. Was there a moment, just a millisecond, when he’d felt the impact? Did he know he was about to die, see a bright white flash? Or was he too fucked up on ketamine? I wasn’t even shocked when I’d heard.

I traced the tyre marks scorched into the track, walking the lines towards the tree and back. 

“You glad he’s gone?” said Elvis.

“No, course not. What the fuck? I said he hated me, not that I wanted him dead.”

“Why’d he hate you for? You never said.”

“I think he used to find me hot or whatever, so when I came out and told everyone I was a guy people started calling him a bender. He thought I’d done it out of spite, as if my entire identity crisis revolved around him. I’d said like ten words to him since we were in year seven, we didn’t take any of the same classes at college.”

“And now he’s dead.”

“Yeah. He’s gone.”

Elvis hovered with the gnats in the air. Backlit by the sun, he looked almost invisible. “Sure this isn’t about your dad?”

I opened my mouth to answer, heard my tongue coming away from the roof of my mouth, but closed it again. My brain turned into one of those Magic 8-balls giving me answer after answer. Was that really why I’d come here? 

“Dad wasn’t in a car wreck,” I said eventually.

“He drove for a livin’, there’s a connec—”

“I’ve got a gig later. I need to get back.”

Elvis lingered at the tree singing ‘Amazing Grace’ as I headed back the way we’d come. The sound of broken glass gave way to the scratch of stones underfoot. Crows cawed from the trees like commentators. Nothing was beyond their gaze. 
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If I kept the window closed after a shower, the mirror stayed fogged. It’s not like I could magically forget I had tits, but a little sleight of hand didn’t hurt. At least towelling dry meant I could get up close and personal with the hair on my legs, under my arms. 

Then I shaved my face. It made me feel like a man, even if all it did was scrape the peach fuzz away and deadhead a spot or three. I needed a little square of clear mirror for that but, yeah, with my damp hair slicked back and foam on either cheek, I looked pretty masc.

When I was back in boxers, and sports bras to flatten my chest, I came out in a cloud of aftershave, deodorant, and steam. 

“Lookin’ good, man,” said Elvis from the bed. I’d left him a copy of Kerrang! to look at. Not that he could turn the pages (and not that he thought much of Green Day). 

“I’m not even dressed yet,” I said and set about my outfit.  

In a black sequined shirt and slacks, white shoes and jacket, I could’ve been anybody. It was the stick-on sideburns, the palm of pomade combed through my hair, and the eyebrows filled in with a pencil that left me looking like Elvis Presley circa 1956.

Now I just needed my... 

“Have you seen my guitar?” I said, gazing around the room. 

“Not since this mornin’.”

I gave the room a good going over. Everywhere a guitar could be hiding (and a few places it couldn’t) before giving it up. 

“Mum!” I called, running down the stairs. “Mum, have you seen my guitar?”

She turned to me from the kitchen counter, hand on hip. “You know, I think I do recall seeing something of the sort.” Then she bit a carrot stick in two.  

Alanis Morrisette ironic-ed her way out of the radio. The orange kitchen walls matched the terracotta tiles and earthenware pots Mum was in love with. On the counter, she’d slaughtered an entire family of salad. 

“I swear you’re gonna turn into a rabbit,” I said.

Her face wasn’t serious. Mum didn’t believe in ‘serious’. But even smiling there was something unsettling about the expression, like she was a mob boss and her goons were about to break my legs. 

“Dinner’s almost ready,” she said, tapping her chin. “It’s still missing that last little something.”

“Shit, the soy sauce. Mum, I’m sorry, I completely forgot.”

“The same way you forgot to go to counselling?” 

That left me a bit stupefied. I didn’t think she’d find out this quick. 

“You do realise I asked Rose to call me if you didn’t turn up.” She helped herself to another carrot stick, dunked it into some funky-looking dip and went to town. “Did you go to college?” 

Trying to respond left me sounding like broken bagpipes. “Not exactly,” I said, finding my words at last. “I mean, no, I didn’t. But it’s not like I was missing anything important.”  

“We’ll come back to college, it’s the counselling I’m worried about,” she said and wiped both hands on a tea towel. 

“Mum, I don’t wanna talk about this. I just want my guitar.”

“We can talk first.”

“You’ve hidden it.” Of course she had. And if Mum wanted something dead and buried, there wasn’t any finding it unless she wanted you to.

She flashed a wicked smile that faded away bit by bit. “I’m not sending you to counselling to punish you. This isn’t a test, I’m just trying to help you deal with—”

“Dad’s not dead.”

Frowning, Mum took a deep breath in through her nose. The yoga breathing that had spilled into every other area of her life. She probably did it at her desk. “Legally dead, then,” she said. 

“That’s not the same thing. At all. They never found a body, so he could still be out there somewhere.”

She didn’t so much purse her lips as rub them together like she was smoothing lipstick in. “He didn’t pack a bag, or take his wallet. He had no money on him. I’m sorry Aaron, it seems pretty conclusive to me.”

“That could mean anything. You said before he might be unstable.”

She brushed her knuckles against her mouth and her eyes went distant the same way they did whenever she mulled anything over. “This is exactly the kind of conversation you should be having with Rose. I’m not qualified to talk about this.”

Mum’s classic shutdown. She’d go so far then get cold feet and retreat.  

“Look, Mum,” I said. “I’ll talk to a therapist or whatever, but I don’t need grief counselling. If they ever find a body, then yeah, sure. But I’m not grieving, am I?”

She looked at me, saying nothing. I was a little taller and her eyes were green where mine were the blackest shade of brown. “You really think he’s still alive?” 

“I’ve not given up on him.”

Mum’s shoulders sank, deflating her floral muumuu. With a shake of her head, she said, “I’ve not given up on him, Aaron. He gave up on us.”

“That makes it sound like you hate him.”

“No, I don’t hate him. I’m just—” she shrugged with her hands like she was miming scales “—angry. I almost lost you once already.”

“You’re not going to lose me. Seriously, I just want my guitar.”

There was a moment where, maybe, if I reached out, we could’ve hugged. But the moment came and went and we both just stood there watching it pass. 

“It’s under my bed. Dinner will be ready in a minute. I’ll drop you at the pub after the washing up,” said Mum after a while. “And Aaron?”

“Yeah?”

“Love the sideburns.”
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The White Hart could’ve been any pub in England. White walls, bay windows with black frames, a door that looked like it’d been yanked off a medieval castle. A board out front listed local ales on one side, an ad for tonight’s gig on the reverse: Rock Around the Clock with hits from the 50s & 60s. 

I gripped my guitar case, cut through the crowd and made my way inside. The carpet was beige and brown and cigarette smoke hung in storm clouds. It didn’t quite smother the malty scent soaked into the seats. People were packed around dark wooden tables, swarming the bar, and through the patio doors leading to a beer garden. 

Conversation tangled together underneath the Johnny Cash number chugging out of the hi-fi. A few middle-aged women sported bandanas rolled in their updos, and some old boy wore a honkytonk shirt two sizes too small. There were tracksuits too and some underage drinkers blagging their way to pints, but the collective age of the place could’ve stretched back to ancient Babylon. 

There wasn’t a stage, just a few square foot of wood laminate where the carpet cut out, surrounded by speakers and a mic stand. A few steps behind stood a drumkit and a beaten-up old keyboard. A balding guy in Buddy Holly glasses tuned a knock-off Les Paul.  

“Man, the stage is smaller than a dinin’ table,” said Elvis, phasing up through the floor.

“What were you expecting? The Grand Ole Opry?” I whispered, trying not to look any more like a loony. 

Plenty of people eyed me as I headed for the bar. Held out in front, the guitar case acted like a cowcatcher clearing a path forward. The sequins and sideburns made it easier to imagine why they were looking. Wasn’t so bad when you put on a costume. 

I stood shaking my leg as the crowd thinned out and more people filed in behind me. At the counter, the bartender took one look at me and raised a pierced eyebrow. “What can I get you?” 

“I’m on at eight.”

“What are you, a drag act?”

“No,” I said through my teeth. “Elvis impersonator.”

“Right, well, you can go get set up ten minutes after this guy. Someone’ll switch the hi-fi off at eight. You getting a drink?”

I fumbled with change, going down from a pint to a half pint of Pepsi when there wasn’t enough to cover it. Drink in one hand, guitar in the other, I went and stood beside a wooden beam hung with golden horseshoes and tacky old photos. 

I checked my mobile, finding a message from Kim. My mummy touched me which is why im a dyke, quoth Amber

sounds like amber wants 2 touch u, I replied and followed it up saying I was studying tonight. A lie, sure, but Kim would only take the piss if she knew the truth.  

“Just come out and tell her,” said Elvis. 

“And have her laugh at me? Yeah, no thanks.” 

When the hi-fi cut out, conversation flared and settled back down again. A weedy voice sounded from the microphone as Balding Buddy Holly announced himself. Then he went into Jerry Lee Lewis. It wasn’t as bad as some of the awful cover bands singing ‘Parklife’, but it wasn’t far off. His voice cracked on the high notes and brayed donkey-like on the lows. 

“You should go thank him,” said Elvis. “You’ll sound great after that.” 

A cement mixer would’ve sounded good after that. The guy was all twitches and nerves. Probably spent his weeks stuck in an office, punching data into spreadsheets. Getting up there to play was the only time he felt alive. I’d bet my guitar on it. 

His song choices were all over the place and ended up on ‘Rhinestone Cowboy’, not that anyone complained. He thanked the crowd, shuffled away and the old boy in the honkytonk shirt put a pint in his hand. The hi-fi crackled back on, only this time it was playing James Blunt. 

“Hey man,” said Elvis, “it’s that song you hate.” 

“Yup,” I sighed. Kim would definitely hate this place. 

To make things worse, Elvis joined in, making the original sound like a little mouse squeaking beside a lion. After a long ten minutes trying to make the dregs of my drink last, I zig-zagged through a dozen warm bodies towards the mic stand. 
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