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To Smitty: True friendship lasts a
lifetime.

 


 



Chapter 1

A Sour Note

 


And I don’t want the world to see me, ‘cause
I don’t think that they’d understand,

When everything’s made to be broken, I just
want you to know who I am.

— John Rzeznik- Goo Goo
Dolls’ Iris

 


He was born Ross Taylor. Early in his career,
he flipped his first and last names and became Taylor Ross. He
thought it would advance his career. As you will find, it obviously
must have worked.

To my way of thinking, the word ‘legacy’ is
reserved for those who make a significant positive difference while
on this plane. Such was the case with Taylor. He was one of those
individuals, rare as they may be, that crosses our paths and leaves
behind a notable footprint upon our souls. It’s been said that as a
man acquires wisdom, he can positively change his life. The truly
wise man can change ours in the process.

Throughout life, certain people are called to
do certain things, and Taylor answered the call. Now, I wouldn’t
say that Taylor was the greatest or most important man who ever
lived. He was, however, the most interesting individual I ever
met.

Upon most people’s passing, a headstone is
placed to mark the final resting place of that individual, and on
it is recorded a beginning and ending date. In between the two is a
hyphen. That small dash represents the most important part of a
soul’s existence, for it’s what happens between the opening and
closing of a person’s life that typically defines their
character.

‘Once upon a time’ wouldn’t do Taylor’s life
justice. Actually, his story didn’t take place that long ago.

 


I grew up with Ross Taylor, or Taylor Ross as
he was known professionally. We attended the same Ohio schools from
kindergarten until he eventually dropped out after our junior year
in high school. It was the sixties, and there was a lot of that
going on. Some left the academic world to enlist in the army— to
assist in the military conflict in Southeast Asia—while others fled
the area to avoid the same fracas. I served, and things worked out
well for me afterwards when I utilized my G.I. Bill and eventually
found employment in the business offices at the local paper mill. I
retired after getting my twenty-five years in. I had to. My wife
was ill and needed me. Taylor, as some would argue, went on to
bigger and better things.

As I mentioned earlier, Taylor left high
school in late 1967. He hitched a ride out to the San Francisco
area the day after school ended and engaged in the whole hippie
thing during the so-called ‘Summer of Love.’ He frequented the
traditional hip gathering sites like Haight-Ashbury, Winterland,
and so on.

It was just after the fourth day of July
during that year when Vincent ‘Vinnie’ Vaughn, a well-known
experimental drummer in the area, introduced Taylor to John
Winston, a guitarist who led the daily pick-up band in the area.
His group was performing an outdoor impromptu concert in one of the
area parks. While Taylor didn’t play with John’s band that evening,
he joined the small audience and took it all in. He became hooked
on the music, the crowds, and the whole performing atmosphere.
Afterwards, he asked Winston if he could sit in with the band at
their next practice; John agreed, and things rolled from there.

When the whole ‘Summer of Love’ thing
started, it was all very cool, as Taylor put it—but this little
peaceful happening grew like wildfire, and before long, there were
thousands and thousands of people in the Haight-Ashbury
neighborhood and the surrounding vicinity. Despite the
compassionate efforts of the sympathetic do-gooders, services for
the masses became exceedingly stretched. Taylor and the boys
quickly realized that if they wanted to survive, they would have to
sing for their supper, as the old adage goes. In this case, that
saying was right on the money. They were eventually able to land a
few weekend gigs at some of the area gathering places, and that
provided them with enough money to eat on during the week. They
stayed at one of the many flop-houses for shelter, and practiced in
the park during the day. What else did they have to do? Through it
all, Taylor said that never once did he ask himself, “What in the
hell am I doing out here?”

Anyway, it was at one of these weekenders, on
October 7, 1967— specifically, at a dive called Rudy’s—where they
got their big break. They were spotted by a promoter and asked to
join Pink Floyd and Sopwith Camel in a benefit later that month at
the Fillmore for radio station KPFA, and needless to say, they were
beside themselves. It didn’t get any bigger than that. The rest, as
they say, is history.

Actually, that isn’t too far from the truth,
in their case. Their counter-culture band, Vulture, wowed the radio
audience that evening, and was signed within the week to a record
deal. Over the next nineteen years, they went on to sell something
like seventy-five million albums worldwide. That’s comparable to
groups such as KISS or Van Halen in their prime. That, mind you,
was when the listening audience was a bit smaller, and that was
also back when they still made albums.

During their formative days, Taylor ‘Rocks,’
as he came to be known by his fans during his playing days, along
with Ernie ‘Red’ Huber, John Winston, or J-Dub as they called him,
Pete ‘Pops’ Dixon, and ‘Clueless’ Joe Paxton were referred to as
street pickers by some of the regulars out in the Bay Area. The
group accepted that idiom, and after a combination music and
pot-smoking session, settled on the name Vulture for their group.
They liked it, it stuck, and it made them all millionaires.

 


Flash ahead some forty years, and Taylor
found himself living alone in a massive Franklin Canyon
concrete-and-marble mansion just outside Hollywood, California.
That locale suited him. It was a quiet, calm, lonely area, and in
the midst of the life he once lived, Taylor desperately needed some
tranquility within his soul. He never did anything half way,
though.

Contributing to the serenity
of Franklin Canyon was the absence of nearby industry, traffic was
at an absolute minimum, and it was close enough to the rat race,
yet far enough for his daily escape. Taylor was especially drawn to
this particular home site because the reservoir, located just a
mile north of his estate, was used for the exterior while filming
the opening of The Andy Griffith
Show back in the early 1960s.

Taylor loved to hike down there regularly and
was practically hypnotized by the sound of the gravel crunching
under his feet during his nightly visits. He’d sit on a bench at
the water’s edge and just listen for the crickets. When their pitch
began to noticeably increase, Taylor knew it was time to leave, for
darkness wasn’t far behind. When he rose from the bench, he’d skip
a rock across ‘Myers Lake,’ just like Opie did during the opening
of the famous TV show.

As he aged, Taylor’s visits became less
frequent. Perhaps he ultimately came to the conclusion that places
such as the Mayberry’s of this world are merely a figment of a
writer’s imagination. To be honest, this fantasy was probably no
different than the mythical people Taylor sang about in his
songs—but maybe he finally saw through the haze of his life and
realized that a Shangri-La just doesn’t exist in this plane. It’s
also possible that his increased use of recreational drugs was to
blame for the sporadic visits and limited physical activity.

You see, as a boy, young Taylor dreamed of an
idyllic existence in a town like Mayberry. It could have been
Mayberry, Mayfair, New Rochelle, or any other fictional media-born
town he was familiar with, because those places were in direct
contrast to what Taylor had to deal with at home. His real life was
anything but ideal.

Taylor essentially grew up without a mother.
Oh, she was around, but flighty, to put it mildly. Even though she
was a housewife, she was rarely home. She slept around on her
husband for years before the two decided to put an end to their
marital charade. Remember, this was a time when divorce was still
relatively uncommon. That betrayal took its toll on the elder
Taylor—and he took it out on his son. Lenny Taylor took to the
bottle with added frequency as the years passed as well, and for
the most part, Ross Taylor was on his own as he entered his teen
years.

Getting back to Taylor and his mansion in the
hills of Beverly, by the time the early 2000s rolled around, it had
been well over a decade and a half since he’d performed with
Vulture. The members didn’t see eye-to-eye on anything anymore. On
top of that, Taylor rarely made any public appearances. He’d become
a bit of a hermit and spent his days watching TV, smoking dope, and
taking solitary walks along the paths of the canyon while
questioning the meaning of life. Taylor had his groceries
delivered, and on rare occasions, his agent would drop off some
clothing, dope, or other daily necessities. He had to show
something for the retainer Taylor paid him. Such was the life of
this aging rock legend.

 


It was on a Tuesday in the fall of 2004 that
everything changed. While it was a typical early October day for
most involved, Taylor’s life, my life, and the lives of many of the
people who lived in Hamilton would transform from the usual to the
exceptional. It was the beginning to a magical year.

As per his standard, Taylor was still asleep
as the clock neared the noon hour. Despite my harsh description of
him and his circumstances, Taylor kept a fairly neat homestead. He
was proud of that place. The hallway leading to the bedroom was
lined with gold and platinum records from years gone by, and while
he didn’t overdo the publicity photo décor thing–at least in the
upper floor of this palatial mansion–he certainly had plenty of
press-worthy memorabilia to use if he so chose. It was Taylor’s
desire to have those who visited know who he was and where he came
from, but at the same time he didn’t want to dwell on that
fact.

I’m not sure what time Taylor would have
gotten out of bed if it hadn’t been for the ringing of the
telephone, but that was more than enough to break the silence in
his secluded home. After the fourth ring, Taylor’s heavy hand
looped over and hit the speaker phone on the end table.

“Yeah?”

“Taylor, my man, how’s it hanging?” It was
Jerry Langdon, Taylor’s often-absent agent.

“Jerry, what the hell do you want?”

“Aw, come on, Tay, I come bearing tidings of
great joy.”

“Yeah, right. What kind of crapola do you
have for me today? And speaking of which, where the hell have you
been? You only show up when you want something. So what do you need
today, leech?”

“Is that any way to greet the agent who’s
about to make you a bundle of money?”

“I have a bundle of money, Jer. Cash I don’t
need. Give me peace of mind and maybe a little smoke, and you have
a deal.”

“Then how about a gig? I have the ultimate
planned for you. Get this–a reunion tour. All of the biggest bands
are pulling off this retro crap. People want to hear the music, you
stumble through twenty cities, a live album will be made
simultaneously, and voila! You’re back in the saddle.”

Taylor righted himself in bed. “I don’t want
to get back in the saddle. Hell, I’m too old to tour, Jer.”

“Don’t hand me that crap. Mick and the boys
are doing it, and Aerosmith’s still going strong. I got you that
week-long gig on Letterman six months ago. You were superb.”

“Yeah, that was the last time I heard from
you.”

“That’s the nature of the business, you know
that. We can be friends, but we’re co-workers first.”

“That’s when you work. I’m out of the
business, Jer. Plus, I haven’t seen any of the other guys for
years. You know the last time we were together we did nothing but
argue. I think I ended that session by telling all of them to go to
hell. Bunch of egotists. I was really hacked, so much so that I
didn’t even attend John’s funeral. Perhaps I should have, but I
didn’t. I’m done with them, man. It just wouldn’t work.”

“Don’t hand me that! You’re just pissed that
the Eagles beat you to the punch. Look, the way I see it, we can
get a fill-in studio musician for John or maybe a big-name looking
for a gig, add a back-up rhythm section—”

“Then you can get a fill-in for me as well.
Even if I didn’t hate those guys, at this point in my life, my
nerves are shot, my hands are all arthritic, and my hearing’s about
gone. Hell, I’m over fifty years old. I’ve had my last hurrah,
Jer.”

Jerry wasn’t about to give up. “Come on, man,
put aside your differences. Look at it this way; it would be a
great way to keep your name out there.”

“It would be a great way for us to earn you a
pot of money. What, did you blow all of your dough at the book in
Vegas again? I don’t care about keeping my name out there anymore.
I’m done, man. I’m officially retired, Jer. Beat it.”

Taylor reached over and clicked the phone
off. He sat on the edge of the bed for a spell, then ran his hands
through his long, thin graying hair. He stood, steadied himself,
and then gathered up a handful of prescription drug bottles from
the dresser top before stumbling his way towards the bathroom.

Once he was as awake as he planned to be for
the day, Taylor threw on a pair of jogging shorts, grabbed a bottle
of orange juice from the refrigerator and retired to the patio. He
sat for a while, but not too long, as he finished his orange juice.
He scooted his ashtray and aluminum box over, removed and lit up a
marijuana joint, then proceeded to inhale the weed until it was too
stubby to bother with. Taylor discarded the butt into a sand bucket
near his feet. He prided himself on the fact that his economic
stature allowed him to partake in his vice in this manner. Unlike
the common man, he didn’t have to worry about saving the roaches
for a desperation smoke.

After that session, Taylor just stared out
over the valley for a spell at nothing in particular before
determining that it was too warm to continue. He gathered himself
up and returned to the living room. He plopped on the couch, picked
up the remote, and turned on the TV. He surfed through the
channels, not really caring whether something grabbed his interest
or not. After completing a cycle through the available channels, he
turned the TV off and once again stared out the picture window.
Taylor was drifting through his usual daily funk when the phone on
the end table rang. That ordinarily would have caused the average
man to startle, but Taylor’s buzz kept that reflex in check for the
most part.

“Leave me alone!” His shout echoed off the
walls of the empty house. Despite his wish to remain isolated, he
picked up the receiver and found it was his doctor’s office
calling.

“Yes, Taylor, this is Dr. Reinhardt’s office.
You were absent for your scheduled eleven AM appointment this
morning. We’re going to have to charge you for this.”

“Ask me if I care.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said that I really don’t give a shit at
this point.”

“Sir, please watch your language. When would
you like to be rescheduled?”

“When hell freezes over.”

“What?”

“Go to hell. Look, I’m done with you
people.”

Taylor clicked off the phone, then launched
it across the room, striking a drinking glass that had been sitting
on the half-wall separating the kitchen from the living room. The
glass tumbled into the sink and disassembled. He sat on the couch
for a moment, his head resting against his palm. Then, as if
inspired, he reached over to the end table and opened his cell
phone. He dialed Information.

“Yes…um…do you have a number for a Dave or
Davis Smith in Hamilton, Ohio? After a few moments, he said, “Hold
on, hold on, let me get...”, then realizing he was speaking to a
recording, he snarled, “Yes, repeat, you dumb-ass,” as he hit the
numeral ‘one’ on his phone, then listened again. He jotted down the
number, then hung up.

Taylor took another moment to stare out
towards the valley, this gaze longer than the last, then he opened
his cell phone and once again dialed. After a three rings, there
was an answer.

“Davis Smith, please. Oh, this is Dave? The
big D! How the hell are you, guy? What do you mean, who is this?
It’s me, Taylor Ross…uh, I mean Ross Taylor. Yeah, how about that?
Yes, it has been a long time, something like thirty-five years or
so. Wow, that is a long time. Yeah, it has been way too long. Sorry
I haven’t kept in touch, dude, but…yeah, touring did take up a lot
of my time, but that’s in the past.”

Straightening up a bit in his chair, Taylor
continued. “How have you been? A grandfather? You’re kidding? I
thought you had to become a father first.” There was a pause. “I
see. I’ll be damned. It has been a long time. I guess I missed a
lot,” he said while wiping his face with his hand from his forehead
to his chin.

“Why am I calling? Well, I thought I’d head
back to the old stomping grounds this upcoming week. Yeah, it’s
been a long time since I’ve ventured back that way. Anyway, I
thought if you were still in the area, perhaps we could get
together. Yeah, that would really be far out. Oh cool. When? How
about Wed…no wait, make it Friday. I’ll grab the earliest flight
out and get there around noonish or so. Oh, that sounds great. I’m
looking forward to it. I’ll let you know when my flight gets in.
Great. Good to hear your voice again, Smitty. You take care of
yourself. Catch you later.”

Taylor hanged up the phone and said, “Oh
Lordy…what have I done?”

 


True to his word, Taylor got back to me and
we set a time for me to pick him up. His plane got in around one
o’clock that afternoon, and I was there waiting on him. I wasn’t
sure what to expect as I hadn’t seen him in person since we were
kids. The stills I viewed from his concert days didn’t do him
justice–plus they were a couple of decades old.

The only person who could match my old
friend’s description entered the terminal shouldering a bag. My
God, it was him. His hair was still hippie-length, he sported a
grey-stubbled beard, if you wanted to call it that, and his once
full face was now hollow and a bit on the gaunt side. He reminded
me of a shorter, skinnier version of Lenny Taylor when I had last
seen him, but Taylor looked even more haggard than he had. I was
shocked, to say the least, but I wasn’t surprised.

“Good God, Taylor, how are you doing? Man,
you’re a …”

“A mess? Probably. Yeah, I don’t get out too
often these days. Wow, look at you. You’re an old man now.”

“Me? Don’t tell me you don’t have a mirror
out there in L.A?”

“Well, perhaps I have
changed a little bit. Wow, I haven’t been to Cincinnati since we
did a tour stop back in the early eighties. I think it was one of
the first bookings for the Coliseum after those eleven kids were
trampled to death at The Who concert.”

“Yeah I know. I was at your concert that
night.”

“Oh wow, man, why didn’t you tell me? I could
have comped you a couple of free tickets, backstage passes, and
everything. Hell, I could have had you sitting right on stage with
the band.”

“I know, but I didn’t know how to get hold of
you. You were such a big star and all. You’ve been gone since the
end of our junior year.”

“That’s true. Sometimes I forget how long
it’s been. The sixties were such a turbulent time. One can tend to
forget a lot from that era. ‘If you remember the sixties, you
probably weren’t there,’ as the old saying goes.”

As we walked to the luggage carousel, we
continued our reintroduction, but the tone turned a bit more
serious, even if for only a moment.

“Yeah, I was going to ask you how you managed
to skip out on the war. I didn’t see you over there in Nam. Not
that I would have, but....”

“Quite simply, they never knew where I was. I
was all over the place, man. I rarely had a permanent address. We
were always touring, hanging out at someone’s pad, you know. I
guess I just flew under the radar,” he said while making a flying
jet gesture with his hand. “The agency held most of my checks and
forwarded me what bread I needed. I wasn’t the only one, but I
guess I was lucky in that respect.”

“I served.”

Taylor’s already restrained tone turned a bit
more somber. “God bless you, man. This world needs more people like
you, people who are willing to stand up and be counted. I guess I
was so damn selfish during those days. As I age, I see how foolish
I was and how right people like you were, even with respect to that
war. Sometimes, if you don’t raise your fists, you’ll be dropped
where you stand. And seeing what’s going on today, I think it
applies more so.”

Taylor spotted his bag and got into position
to retrieve it. “There’s a time and a place for everything on this
planet,” he said, as if making a proclamation. “It’s part of the
great plan, I suppose.” Taylor grabbed his suitcase, despite its
attempt to elude his grasp.

“So anyway…hell, let me get a look at you.
I’m so busy jawing.” Taylor took a quick head-to-toe once over of
me. “Well, I suppose you are looking good for an old-timer. A
little snow on the roof I see.”

“Oh yeah, and like you were born with long,
gray, thinning hair?”

“Actually, I was born with no hair, but I
suppose I never was one much for change. So what’s up? What’s on
the agenda for the day?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I thought we’d head up to
town and maybe grab a cold one at Walt’s for old time’s sake. I
believe you ventured in there once or twice using your old fake
draft card.”

“Hah, imagine me with a draft card. But I do
have to tell you, I really can’t imbibe anymore. I guess I overdid
things a bit back in the day, so the doc told me to lay off the
hooch if I knew what was good for me.”

“I see. Well, can you still go there and
allow me to buy you some lunch?”

“You’re on.”

We traipsed through the airport, then across
the parking lot to the car. As we drove, we made conversation along
the way.

“So where will you be staying, Tay?”

“Oh hell, I haven’t gotten that far yet. I
don’t know. Maybe I’ll get a room at the old Blaine. I had an aunt
that came to town years ago and she’d always stay there.”

“No, no way, man.”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“Tay, you’ve been gone a long time. Take it
from me, not The Blaine. It’s now a hang out for ho’s and
addicts.”

“Well, one out of two ain’t bad,” he said,
adding in a laugh. “Tell you what, until I get situated, I’ll just
stay with you.”

“Well okay. That will work for a little bit I
suppose. It will give us some time to catch up.”

After we hit town, I took the long way to
Walt’s, and swung by the old neighborhood. Perhaps it wasn’t the
right move, as I noticed Taylor tighten up once I turned down
certain vaguely familiar streets and he realized where we were
heading. To say the least, Taylor didn’t have an ideal upbringing,
and I realized that at the time, but I didn’t know how deep that
pain ran until much later.

We pulled up and stopped on Woodward, in
front of the house that separated Taylor’s old house and my boyhood
home. I got out, and Taylor slowly followed.

“Wow, would you look at the old neighborhood?
It’s hard to believe that it’s been nearly forty years since we
roamed this area. We were the kings of the neighborhood back then,
remember?”

“Yep, it seemed like all of the kids followed
us. We were the ones always causing havoc around here, if I
remember correctly.”

“Yep, there wasn’t a dare you wouldn’t take.
It didn’t matter whether it was ringing door bells and running,
toilet papering the old Pfeiffer place on a yearly basis, or egging
the Zimmer’s house on Halloween. Your memory is still intact.”

“Unfortunately you’re right, because I
remember everything about this place.

Right here where we’re standing, I looked out
my bedroom window one night and saw my mom running out to a car and
get in. I figured it was another of her many boyfriends. I saw a
lot of that through that window over the years. Guys claiming to be
an uncle would be hanging around the house every other night, while
my dad was working third shift at the GM plant. My mom must have
come from a very large, close home, if you catch my drift. I’ll bet
I had a dozen so-called uncles. I figured all of the dudes we hung
out with in the neighborhood knew. They just didn’t say anything
about it.”

“Well, we all had our suspicions.”

“It’s funny–well, not really funny–but one
day, I eventually became one of those uncles myself to God only
knows how many little voyeurs. I can still see some of those kids’
faces, just staring at me. A few were old enough to realize what
was going on and were angry, while the rest just stood there with
their teddy bear in one hand, and their free thumb in their
mouth.”

“I’m sorry, Tay.”

“A few caught us in the act, something I was
no stranger to. I knew exactly what they were thinking. It was like
déjà vu all over again. It was like I was looking in a mirror many
years removed, but I did it anyway. What comes around goes around,
I suppose.”

“Anyway, this one night, when I was around
twelve years old, I saw Mom get in a car right here around
midnight, leaving me all alone in the house, but then she never
came back. She was gone. I heard Dad arguing with her on the phone
from time to time, but I don’t think I ever saw her again.”

I knew that Taylor’s mom’s reputation had to
have upset him back then. It was the source of his only school
fight when he was in his turbulent fourth year of elementary
school. Some of his fellow students had heard rumors of Mrs.
Taylor’s wayward ways, and his mom was branded a whore by one of
the tougher kids a grade ahead of him. I believe the father of the
lad in question had had relations with Mrs. Taylor at some point in
time. Anyway, despite the dismal odds, Taylor retaliated by
fighting the guy just outside of Mrs. Baymont’s classroom, around
the home plate area on the kickball field during lunchtime, and in
the end he ended up getting pinned by the older boy. Not wanting to
leave a scar and get in trouble, the tow-headed kid named Darrell
verbally belittled Taylor in front of most of the class, then spit
in his face. Some in the crowd that had gathered snickered at
Taylor, while the rest felt sorry for him. Those scars ran deep,
and–by Taylor’s current tone–it was evident that the pain had yet
to completely heal.

“Then of course there’s the curb over here,”
Taylor said, as we walked towards the front of his old house. “Dad
hit it almost every morning when he came home from the bar. Look at
that,” he said, pointing at a missing chunk of concrete. Even
though the infraction he spoke of had taken place many decades ago,
the weathered damage remained to this day.

“I remember when he hit that portion of the
curb and broke it off. He smacked it hard, almost as hard as he
used to hit me. Anyway, he struck the curb so directly that he tore
that chunk of concrete loose. He blew the tire off the rim as well.
He got me out of bed during the early hours before I got ready for
school and made me change it in the rain. I was a mess, if I recall
correctly. I think we used that piece of curb for years to prop
open the back door during the summer hot spells. I’ll bet if we
ventured on to the back porch, we’d find it sitting right there,
even today.”

“No, I think we’ve seen enough.”

“Yep. Usually when you go back to your old
neighborhood or school, you notice all of the things that you
remember fondly. I guess not for me.”

“Don’t you see anything around here that
brings a smile to your face?”

Taylor quickly glanced
around. “No, not a thing. And for God’s sake don’t suggest we head
back to our old elementary school. Talk about unpleasant memories.
That place was the basis for my song Old
Ghosts Never Fade.”

“No, I wouldn’t do that to you,” I said,
noting the humor of his statement. “Tell you what; let’s head over
to Walt’s.”

We got in the car and pulled away from the
curb. Since we were not exactly in a comfort zone, I decided to go
for broke and get all of the unpleasantries out of the way.

“Tay, are you going to head over to Greenwood
Cemetery while you’re in town and visit your parents’ graves? You
never did show up for their funerals.”

“That’s because I didn’t find out that they
were dead until just a second ago.”

“Oh God, I’m sorry man, I didn’t…”

Waving me off, he said, “Don’t worry about
it. Hell, if they were still alive, they would be damn-near ninety
years old. Living as they did, I never held out hope that they
would make it past seventy.”

“Actually, you’re pretty close.”

We pulled into Walt’s and exited the vehicle.
Taylor arched his back, then looked around a bit. A slight smile
crossed his lips.

“Man, the wild times we had here. It looks
pretty much the same. The brush has grown up a bit around the fence
line, the parking lot still needs paving, and Walt still doesn’t
have a sign up even designating that this place is a bar, yet it
always did tremendous business. If it wasn’t for the Budweiser sign
in the window…”

“Walt is long gone, of course, but I think
they still have the same booths in here from our day, as well as
the yellow stain on the ceiling from when Bobby grabbed the mustard
bottle and gave it an almighty squeeze. Remember that?”

“Good Lord, doesn’t anything ever change
around here?”

“That, coming from a guy who hasn’t altered
his hairstyle in three-plus decades…”

“Touché.”

We entered the breezeway,
then the darkened main bar, to the sounds of Frank Sinatra belting
out the song New York, New York
via the jukebox. Walt’s was a throw-back to an
earlier era as the same old bouquet of cherry urinal block mixed
with stale beer greeted us as usual. I guess Taylor was right; some
things never change. I remember that song echoing off those same
walls way back when. Anyway, also awaiting us was a surprise I
hadn’t told Taylor about. Seated inside were three guys we used to
hang with during our school years. When we walked in, they let out
a whoop and a holler.

“Good God, look what the dog dragged in!” The
three got up and performed the standard back slaps and head rubs,
before the five of us settled in for some good old-fashioned
reminiscing. We ordered up some food and had a few laughs before
tackling current events.

“So Taylor, what have you been up to lately?
I’ll bet you’re spending all of your time hanging out with all of
the Hollywood stars, dating the honeys, and the like, huh?”

“Yeah, right. Perhaps many years ago, but now
I just hang out and take it easy. I’m an old man now. I think all
of the years of touring took their toll on me. I’ve about had it
with music and the like. I don’t even listen to the radio much
anymore.”

“Man, you are old. So you thought you’d come
back to the old stomping grounds and…”

“And…I don’t know. I’m not sure why I wanted
to come back to this God-forsaken hell-hole. I ran from it back in
sixty-seven. Why I’m dragging my ass back here in the
two-thousands, I haven’t a clue.”

“I think everybody eventually returns to
their roots, wherever they may be.”

“Well, I’m here, and it’s so cool to see you
guys, so that’s a plus. It’s like hitting a time warp, except
you’re all grey-haired, fat, and bald. By the way, what happened to
the young crowd that used to hang in this place? Everyone in this
place is so old. Look around.”

“Oh, and you aren’t?”

“Hell, I’m just as smooth and handsome as I
was in sixty-seven.”

Laughter ensued. “Tay, if you remember back
then, Ohio was an eighteen state, and a good fake I D could get you
in here at sixteen. Times have changed.”

“Okay, so what’s on the docket for the day? I
don’t have a clue what there is to do in this town anymore.”

“Well, there really isn’t anything to do
around here anymore. While you were out in L.A. playing surfer boy,
we were here working hard at becoming the rust belt capital of the
U.S. About everything around here has dried up. The jobs are
scarce, most of the movie theaters have closed, the factories have
been torn down, and the All-American Amusement Park up the road
closed up shop a few years ago.”

“They closed All-American? Hell, I had some
great times there. That’s a damn shame. I rode The Racer roller
coaster there one night with Lisa Collins, remember her, and got my
first kiss from her over by the antique car ride…an hour
later…while her dad was looking for her. I barely escaped with my
ass. He was a mean old sucker. That was a really far out time. I
wonder whatever happened to Lisa.”

“I saw her at the last reunion. She’s put on
a little weight. Well, maybe a lot of weight. Okay, she’s a bit
dumpy to be honest, but aren’t we all? Lisa’s a grandmother now.
She has been for some time. The good start young.”

“Yep. The pretty ones are the most sought
after.”

“I hear tell that she’s now single. So
Tay…”

“Don’t even go there.”

“I’m only saying…”

Laughter ensued.

“Thinking back, I also
remember they used to have an all-summer carnival down at the east
side shopping center. That was great. Don’t tell me the shopping
center is gone.”

“No, it’s still there but the carnival is no
more. Hell, I think it closed down before you left town.”

“I guess I didn’t realize that so much can
change in thirty-some years.”

“Damn right, except for you. You’re still
bucking the trend with the long hair hippie look I see.”

“Go to hell, man.” Taylor then followed up
that brainless remark with one of the smarter things I think I’ve
ever heard him say. He was a man of contrasts–I’ll give you
that.

“I am who I am, for each man dances to his
own tune.” He was right.

“So that’s it; there’s nothing going on
around here anymore?”

“Well, we could head to the VFW tonight and
play some cards.”

“Uh…” Taylor began.

“Taylor probably wouldn’t be too welcomed in
there. He didn’t serve,” I said.

“Didn’t serve? What do you mean? Were you
four-F?”

“The draft board couldn’t find me,” he said,
with a small chuckle.

“One of those, huh? A draft dodger! You and
Springsteen!”

“No, man, I wasn’t a draft dodger.”

“Did you hide out in Canada? Well, I’ll tell
you what, you’re right. You wouldn’t be welcomed there. In fact,
I’m not real comfortable in here at the moment.”

“Look man, I wasn’t going to join a war that
was going to mess me up like World War Two did my dad.”

“Join it? You make it sound like a giant club.”

“Oh wasn’t it? Wasn’t it a huge killing
club?”

“Hey guys!” I said, trying to cool the
moment.

“Going to war screwed my dad up for life and
turned him into a miserable soul. I wasn’t going to let that happen
to me, so you can take your all-American crap and stick it up your
ass!”

“Look buddy, you can go to hell, you know
that.”

Steve scooted his chair back from the table,
rose, then headed towards the door.

Taylor said, “Come on, man. That was like a
lifetime ago.”

“Steve!” I called out to him, but he kept
going.

“Let him go,” Taylor said. “He’s still living
in the past, I guess. See,” he said while shaking a finger in
Steve’s direction, “I never wanted to end up like that, but as a
result, I guess I’m not welcome in many places, even in my old
hometown. Too much time has passed by, too many things have
happened.”

“No, that’s okay, Tay. Don’t worry about it.
Steve’s always been a little high-strung since he got back from
Nam. That doesn’t make him a bad person.”

“He needs to grow up.”

“Cut him a break, just like
he should be doing for you,” added Gary. “And just what is your
deal? You’re coming across like you’re so superior to everyone
around here because you’re some sort of Hollywood transplant and
we’re just a bunch of hometown bumpkins.”

“I’m sorry. Maybe you’re right. I’m just a
little uptight tight now. You know, jetlagged and all.”

“Okay guys, let’s end the debate on that.
This is supposed to be a fun night. I’ll tell you what, we were
planning to head out to the football game tonight,” I said. “My
grandson is in uniform, even though he’s a freshman. I told him I’d
be there to watch him anyway. Friday night football hasn’t changed
around here. Hamilton is already off to a three-and-one start.”

“Man, I haven’t been to a high school game
in, well, thirty-plus years. That sounds cool. I’m not particularly
into the ‘kids’ thing, but I can still dig it. Football it is,
then.”

Taylor, myself, and Gary Campbell finished
our dinner, left Walt’s, and eventually made our way over to the
football field. It’s on the same grounds where we once played, me
on the football team, and Taylor in the band. For him it was like a
flashback, to coin a sixties term. Of course, he was a drummer,
even back then, and a damn good one as I recall. I was an offensive
right guard, but not a very good one. So, Taylor went on to be a
career musician and I ended up pushing pencils for a living. I
guess it was true what Taylor said; we all dance to our own
tune.

While I saw some playing time during my
senior year, Taylor had already upped and left town to seek his
fortune, as they say. There were a number of variables involved in
his departure. As I mentioned before, Taylor’s home life was
anything but a model of perfection. He was a forgotten child.
Apparently, he wasn’t important enough for his mother to stick
around to complete the task of raising him, and he wasn’t a
significant enough factor in Lenny Taylor’s life for him to abandon
his vices and to pay proper attention to his succeeding
generation.

I believe Taylor’s elderly Aunt Louise was
the only person in his family that held out any hope for his
success. I think she said words to the effect that Taylor’s view of
life was a bit out of the ordinary, but it was people like that who
see the other side of life and thereby attract success in larger
amounts than the general populace.

In his life, Taylor’s refuge was music, his
music, and he threw himself into various bands from his junior high
days until he left the area. He wasn’t above the masses, musically
speaking, to shun the school band. Taylor wanted to learn from
whatever source was available. He yearned to learn and improvise,
and that was the passion that drove him to become a most versatile
musician.

That thirst for musical knowledge, while the
driving force of his eventual success, also became his undoing here
in town. While the decision to set out on his own and leave the
past behind him eventually benefited Taylor and his career, the
fallout from his action negatively affected so many individuals.
Taylor’s parents ultimately lived out their lives in despair, not
so much because they had abandoned Taylor and any prospect for a
healthy family life, but because his untimely exodus had deprived
them of the opportunity to make amends to him before their ultimate
demise.

Taylor’s parents weren’t the only ones
affected. The straw that broke the camel’s back in this situation
came from a clash of creative minds. Taylor was in the high school
marching band, as I said, and the band was led by a Hamilton High
class of ’50 grad, Bob Harmon. Bob meant well, but it was the
sixties, and the standards for everything we came to know as a
constant way of life was rapidly changing. What was hip and in
vogue yesterday was now passé.

Clothing styles were changing from year to
year as well. Politically, it was no longer acceptable to follow
the status quo. Change for change’s sake was now the norm. To be
honest, it was difficult to keep up with many of the fads and
styles, and no one wanted to be left behind.

Musically, the landscape had been in constant
flux since the end of World War Two. The big band era was ushered
out by easy listening music, then rock and roll replaced easy
listening, and from then on it was said that James Brown made us
shout, The Beatles made us scream, and Vulture, well, they made us
absolutely wild. But, that’s what the people wanted during that
period.

By the time 1967 rolled around, the Fab Four
were in the process of recording their Sgt. Pepper’s album, Cream
was promoting their Disraeli Gears LP, and The Velvet Underground
was hitting its stride. Despite his youth, Bob Harmon was schooled
in the traditional ways of music, typical of a university
education. Taylor, however, considered himself part of the new wave
of music.

It tormented Taylor to no end to see Harmon
teaching his students the ‘one note at a time’ method, when Taylor
felt that approach killed off any possibility for a song to develop
a rhythm of its own. “The notes were there,” he was quoted to say,
“but that’s only half the battle.” He saw so much more potential in
his fellow students, perhaps more than their instructor did.

Anyway, the two were at each other’s throats
constantly, and Harmon considered Taylor a distraction. Finally,
near the end of our junior year, Taylor told Mr. Harmon to go to
hell. Harmon kicked him out of the band, and the school suspended
Tay for three days just before summer recess. When Taylor’s dad
found out, he literally kicked him out of the house, following a
knock down, drag out session. Since he was now on his own, Taylor
saw no reason to stay around town, so he hitched a ride out to the
west coast and became a success. So goes one man’s life.

It was now some three and a half decades
later, and we found ourselves back at the high school where it had
all begun. I guess we had come full circle, as it were.

When we entered the stadium, I noted that
some things never change at a high school football game. The
wonderful aromas of popcorn and brats, mixed with bubble gum and
Teen Spirit filled the air. I always mused that if you could bottle
that fragrance and distribute it to the disheartened elderly, they
could open the lid when they were feeling down and out, and it
would most assuredly lift their spirits as it took them back to a
time when they were once young, innocent, and eager to discover all
that life has to offer. End of problem.

As we wound our way through the crowd, we
encountered many adults loitering about displaying lapel stickers
identifying them as parents of number so-and-so on the field. It
must have been Senior Night, or something along those lines. We
also spotted that stout fellow who’s been a mainstay at the games
for years, hocking raffle tickets for some worthy cause or another,
and you couldn’t miss the group of little boys you always seem to
see playing their pick-up football games in the end zone with the
little hand-sized plastic football. I commented to Gary, “I swear
those same kids must travel from game to game, city to city, and
haven’t aged a day from when we spotted them while we were on the
field running warm-up drills.”

Of course, not everything had stayed the
same. I noted many differences in the stadium from our days in the
sixties. The old rickety wooden bleachers had long-since been
replaced by newer shiny aluminum ones, the press box had been
renovated and was hardly recognizable from our day, and the dusty,
dirty cinder track had become a thing of the past. The only vestige
of our time was the field itself. Hamilton’s field was still grass,
not plastic like that which had been recently installed at a few of
the more affluent schools in the area. I never liked the high crown
the field sported, but it appeared as if that had finally been
corrected, or perhaps it had been worn down by the passage of time
and the elements.

The school itself had been enlarged as well.
With over two thousand students in attendance, that number dwarfed
the twelve hundred of our day. We were probably a bit closer as a
class, at least as close as four hundred-plus people can be, but
there are so many additional programs available to the student
population today. I would have to say that it’s a six-of-one,
half-dozen-of-another situation.

Hamilton was hosting South Ridgeway on this
evening, and the Big Blue team, true to form, ran up a two
touchdown advantage at the half. Taylor, Gary, and I were chatting
amongst ourselves, catching up if you will, when the Hamilton band
entered the field. That’s when Taylor went off.

“What the hell’s that?”

“What?” I asked. I thought he was referring
to something across the way. All I saw was the band.

“Where’s the rest of the band? That can’t be
all of them.”

“No, that’s it. You know band’s not a big
thing in this day like it was in our time. I guess there’s a bit of
a stigma attached to being a band geek now. That probably started
back in the mid seventies around here. Kids nowadays sit in front
of the TV and play video games. They don’t do band anymore.”

“You have got to be kidding me. That
stumbling twenty is the band? Hell, we had something like one
hundred and forty members back in our day, and this place was a
heck of a lot smaller. Who the hell runs that department now?”

Since I knew the history between the two men,
I replied with reluctance, “Um, Bob Harmon still runs the
band.”

Ever since he touched back down in town, this
was the most animated I had seen Taylor. “Bob Har–you’ve got to be
kidding! That bastard has to be eighty years old. He screwed up my
life, now he’s gone and totaled the entire department! Harmon,” he
said as if his name was synonymous with the devil himself.

I persuaded him to hold his voice down. There
was no love lost between the two men. Taylor once commented that,
musically speaking, Bob Harmon never was the sharpest cob in the
outhouse, whatever that means.

“Taylor, you went on and had a pretty good
career, if I remember correctly,” added Gary, as a bit of a verbal
jab. “Perhaps you owe him a debt of gratitude.”

“My ass! I got lucky. Most of these kids
don’t have the options afforded me. It was a different time back
then. That’s a damn shame. Being in a band can be one of the most
rewarding experiences in a person’s life–take it from me.”

The band exited the field and was replaced by
a larger Mustang ensemble. “Now that’s a band,” Taylor commented.
“At least they’re closer to what we were.”

The game ended with Hamilton holding on to
its two touchdown lead, en route to its third victory of the
season. We walked down the stands as we prepared to make our way to
the exit, and to my surprise, Taylor broke away from us, hopped the
fence, and began making his way towards the field. To be honest, I
didn’t think he had it in him at his age, physically-speaking.

“What the hell?” was all I could say. When I
saw Taylor walking rather deliberately in the general direction of
Bob Harmon, I thought I had better grab Gary so we could provide a
buffer between Taylor and him making an ass out of himself. Taylor
was like that; he was like that as a youngster as well.

Gary and I cleared the four-foot chain link
fence with a degree of difficulty. Neither one of us was as young
as we once were. We did manage to catch Taylor before he made it to
Harmon.

“Tay, don’t do anything rash. It’s not your
place,” Gary reminded him.

Taylor didn’t even glance our way, as he
continued to walk until he got within speaking distance of Bob.

Now Bob Harmon, despite his seventy-three
years, was a spry and tireless man. He stood erect, almost
painfully so, and usually posed with his hands behind his back. His
glasses hung from a chain around his neck, but it wasn’t what one
would call a modern day lanyard. His beaded necklace looked like an
old time glasses chain; much like his mother could have worn.

Trying to steer the situation to a friendlier
level, Gary greeted Harmon with, “Hey Bob, how are you doing? It’s
been a while.” Gary’s daughter used to have class with Mr.
Harmon.

“Oh, Gary Campbell, it has been a long time.
How’s Debbie doing?”

“Oh she’s doing fine. She graduated from U C
this past year…”

Taylor interrupted. “Enough of the neighborly
crap. Harmon, how the hell could you let a perfectly good band go
to hell and back?”

“Excuse me? Who are you?” Bob asked.

“Oh, I was sure you’d remember me. I’m the
S.O.B. you kicked out of the band back in sixty-seven because you
were too old-fashioned and square to open your musical heart up to
the new and innovative. You didn’t like having anyone around that
was more musically gifted than yourself, because they exposed your
own inadequacies. That was me, so you booted me from the band.”

“I’m sorry, I have to ask again, who are
you?”

“Damn it, I’m Taylor…er, Ross Taylor.”

To be honest, I think then Mr. Harmon had
some inkling who was addressing. “Well, well, if it isn’t the
Prodigal Son returneth.”

“I’m not here looking for
forgiveness, so you can can that prodigal crap, Harmon. If anyone
dishonored this school, it would have to be you, and how you’ve
squandered the talent provided to you. I would have been Ross
Taylor, class of sixty-eight, but you made sure I didn’t graduate
just because I told you to go to hell. Well I’ll do it again–for
all you’ve done, go to hell!”

“Taylor,” I said, trying to calm him and cool
the situation.

“Don’t shut me up. I’ve been waiting for
thirty-some years to say that to this bastard, and I’m not going to
hold back.”

“Now look here…” Harmon began, then was
promptly cut off.

“No, you look here. You failed back then, and
you’re a failure now,” Taylor said with a rapid delivery. “Look at
these sorry-assed kids. Hell, their uniforms are ill-fitting, you
can barely hear them when they’re playing, and there isn’t even
enough of them to fill a regular bus. They might fill a short bus,
but that’s reserved for you.”

“Now that was uncalled for.”

“Taylor, please,” I pleaded.

“You showed them how to play
the notes, Harmon, but you forgot to teach them how to play the
music! That has to come from the spirit, that has to come from
within, and that’s something you neglected to grasp from the moment
you started your so-called teaching career. Some things never
change. Ask yourself if you’ve made a positive impact on any of
these kids’ lives. Look around. Look at them! You’ll see that the
answer is no. You’re nothing but an irrelevant spoke in the wheel
of life, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Oh come on now, Taylor.”

“Sorry, he needs to hear the truth.”

“The truth? You wouldn’t know the truth if it
bit you,” Harmon replied, his hands now shaking. “If I remember
correctly, you were so wrapped up in your own opinions that you
came to believe that they were reality, rather than the fact that
your ideas were a reflection of your own warped outlook on life.
I’m here to teach these kids the basics of music and the
fundamentals of participating in a marching band. That’s it.”

“That’s it? That’s not good enough. If that’s
the best you can do, then I stand by my opinion; you’re a
failure.”

“Oh now come on, guys,” I said, making one
last ditch effort to head off a permanent falling out.

“Oh, and you think you can do better?” Harmon
asked.

“Anyone could do better! My ten-year-old kid
could do better, if I had one. Anyone in his right mind could put
together a marching band ten times the size of this, ten
times!”

“Then God damn it, let’s see you do it! I
didn’t take that guff of you way back when, and I won’t take it
from you now, you punk. I’m seventy-three and well past retirement
age. I do this job because I want to, not because I have to. I
don’t need your crap, or any from the board. As of now, the job of
bandleader is open. Any takers?”

We were all just stunned and just looked at
each other. Taylor, an absent figure from these parts for so long,
had already created a rift within the school and a divide within
the community. It was hard to believe that he had accomplished all
of this in less than eight hours.

“I didn’t think so,” Harmon stated as he
pulled off and tossed his gold whistle down at our feet having
finished his oration. Now, I’m not up on band leader protocol, if
there is such a thing, but Mr. Harmon’s action reminded me of a
wrestler’s final exodus from the sport, when he takes his shoes out
to the center circle and leaves them as he walks off the mat for
the last time.

Bob stomped off the field, leaving us three
just standing there on the sidelines of the field as the cool
autumn dew began collecting on our shoulders. Passers-by who had
witnessed the dispute filed past us and just stared. I was
embarrassed, to say the least, but what could Gary or I do? Taylor
tried his best not to stare at the ground in an attempt to kill off
the awkwardness of the situation, but there were few places for him
to look without feeling the shame he had brought upon himself from
his ill-conceived attempt to correct a decades-old feud. He reached
down and picked up the whistle, stared at it for a moment, then we
turned and started towards the exit.

 


 



Chapter 2

Take It From the Top

 


I always seem to have a vague feeling that he
is a Satan

among musicians, a fallen angel in the
darkness, who is

perpetually seeking to fight his way back to
happiness.

— Havelock Ellis

 


We said our good-byes for the evening, hopped
in the car, and headed home. Taylor and I didn’t talk much on the
trip back to my place. We were both still a bit stunned from what
had just occurred. Taylor, through his condemnation of Bob Harmon,
had caused an icon within the community to ‘turn in his badge,’ so
to speak. Bob had been educating students within the school
district for nearly a half century. Everyone knew him, and nearly
everyone respected him for his dedication in the classroom and his
on-field performances. If Taylor planned to stick around town for a
while, he would have to keep a low profile, as there would be hell
to pay from those close to the situation.

“So Tay, what do you want to do tomorrow? Do
you have any plans?”

“Well, if it’s alright with you, I thought
I’d borrow your car for about half of the day to cruise around for
a little bit. You know, visit the old haunts, see how much things
have changed, check to see it they’ve cleaned the bird poop off the
General Hamilton statue downtown yet, those type of things.”

“Uh yeah, that’s okay, I suppose. Do you, uh,
that is, are you able to drive, you know?”

“Despite my outward appearance, I do have a
valid California driver’s license. At home, I own an Aston Martin
V-Twelve Vanquish. We do drive out there.”

“No, I didn’t mean that. I just meant that
you sounded like you haven’t gotten out much lately, you know?”

“I can still drive.”

“Fair enough. The car is yours.”

As we pulled into the driveway and got out of
the car, Taylor said, “Tomorrow is Saturday isn’t it?”

“That it is.”

“Sorry, I’m still a little jet-lagged. I’ve
been up since four this morning California time. I’ll tell you
what, how about if we cook out tomorrow night. I’ll score the
thickest T-Bone steaks I can find, and I’ll even rustle up some of
that great fresh corn-on-the-cob from the roadside stand over on
River Road. You don’t know how I’ve missed that. I’ve been dying
for a taste of that for years.”

“Uh, Tay, that stand hasn’t been around for
decades. Plus, I think all of the fresh sweet corn has long-been
harvested. You might find some at the supermarket though.”

“The supermarket? That crap isn’t corn.
That’s a bunch of Florida horse feed. It’s field-fresh corn or
nothing. If it’s out there, I’ll sniff it out. I figure that as
long as I can find some fresh corn at a stand, then the seasons
can’t change. It will always be summer, so long as there’s a steak
to be grilled and some sweet corn to be eaten off the cob. It’s the
law. Look it up,” he said with a smile. “Man, I’ve yearned for that
delicacy for ever, and as close as I am now, I’m not about to give
up. If you look hard enough for what you want in life, you’ll find
it.”

Taylor was right about one thing; the next
day was ideal for a fall cookout. Temperatures were to peak out in
the mid seventies during the day, and the forecast called for
near-seventy degree dinner-time temperatures. Since the death of my
wife last December, I hadn’t done much in the way of entertaining.
I really hadn’t done much of anything to be frank. I missed
that.

I rooted around the shed and pulled out the
old grill. I dusted it off, found an unopened bag of charcoal
briquettes, and something that could double as lighter fluid. I
spent the day cleaning the house as this was the first time I would
be entertaining since Janice’s passing.

Taylor drove off around mid morning into a
town he hadn’t visited since his young adulthood over three decades
ago. Hamilton is a very typical Midwest industrial town. Much of
its manufacturing base has eroded away with the times and economic
elements, and its downtown now is a haven for city and county
operations, as well as banks and attorneys’ offices. The few
remaining limestone ten-stories-and-under ‘skyscrapers,’ presently
absent of most of the storefronts and small shops they once proudly
displayed, still showed evidence of Hamilton’s one-time economic
greatness.

I worried about Taylor, not just because of
his unfamiliarity with the area, but to be honest, I didn’t know
how much all of his drug use during his playing days had affected
his long-term cognitive skills. He was so thin. Yes, I worried
about him. Still, a skyrocketing insurance rate I didn’t need,
especially at my age, but I trusted him nonetheless.

I had no idea where he was going, and I’m not
sure he did at first, but I eventually found out. Despite what he
said earlier, Taylor did indeed stop by Greenwood Cemetery. He
inquired at the front desk as to the whereabouts of his parents’
graves, found out they had been interred in section ‘X,’ then got
back into the car to drive to the site.

Taylor parked along the curb, got out, then
tried to get his bearings as he turned the map this way and that in
his attempt to figure out which direction north was. He found a
solution by comparing the shape of the section on the map to the
one at his feet. Once he figured out where he was, he cut across
the grounds for about fifty yards, nearly stumbled over a walnut
casing until he kicked it out of his way, then finally came to a
large elm tree. He brought no flowers and no Styrofoam crosses as
an offering of love and remembrance. Taylor wasn’t in a
compassionate mood. He glanced down, and sure enough, there was a
stone marking each of the final resting places of Leonard Taylor
and Ellen Paulson.

Despite a different last name for his mother,
Taylor guessed that since the burial space had been purchased by
the two before their split-up and her apparent remarriage, seeing
that the two were never rich, they probably went ahead and used the
plots anyway. What did it matter at this point? Their graves were
marked by identical yet simple twelve by twenty-four inch
leaf-stained gray granite ground markers with only enough
information to satisfy a casual passer-by. Taylor saw that his
father passed three years before his ex-wife, but nothing else. He
had no idea who made the eventual burial arrangements, but his
mother still had family in the area, as far as he knew. As for
Lenny, well, Taylor wasn’t sure about that one.

He stared at the dry and somewhat barren
plots for quite a spell and noted that it must have been a rough
summer weather-wise. The heat had taken its toll on nearly everyone
and everything as any living vegetation had long since vacated the
surrounding sod. A desert-like crack in the earth carved its way
across the ground until Lenny Taylor’s headstone halted its
progress. Taylor stood there and ran through his head what he could
say, should say, or even feel after all of these years.

“Well, you finally took time out to rest
after a lifetime of running around, carousing, and other selfish
behavior,” he began. Taylor was a little taken aback when it dawned
on him that what he was describing was exactly the type of person
he himself had become. He spoke a little louder in order to silence
the castigating voices within his soul. “It would have been nice to
have gotten to know you a bit better than the twelve years I had
with you,” he said, looking towards his mother’s stone, “and the
seventeen years I spent with you,” he said, now glancing towards
his father’s place, “but I’m guessing that I did get to know the
real Taylors. Not a pretty picture, huh?” The more Taylor spoke,
the more it became apparent that their path in life mirrored his
own to a degree. Taylor continued to try to silence the voices
emanated from within.

“I’m guessing you two had better things to do
in life than to care for and about me. Too bad you’re not around
today to give me some psycho-babble about how you were hurt in your
childhood and therefore ‘acted out,’” he said, crooking his fingers
like quote marks, “in your adulthood. I know about your childhoods.
Neither one of you admitted to any abuse, so you don’t have that as
an excuse.”

“Just because you grew up in a home with a
repressive father gave you no right to play catch-up at our
expense,” he said, looking towards the stone bearing the name of
his mother. “You soiled our family name, and embarrassed me
countless times through your whorish behavior.”

Looking towards his father’s marker, he
continued, “Your time in the war might have messed you up, Pop, but
at some point in time, you had to suck it up and get on with life.
You never did. You didn’t even try. You used it as a crutch. You
wanted the world to cater to you and your needs. Maybe that’s why
Mom began looking around for greener pastures, you know.”

Taylor, at this moment, became a little
embarrassed and quite agitated, and glanced around as all his
feelings seemed to come to a boil. Perhaps he was looking to see if
there was anyone nearby to hear his rants.

“If you all had problems, why the hell did
you even have a kid?” he said as his voice rose another decibel. He
unwittingly twisted his map up as he continued. “It’s bad enough
that you screwed up your own lives, but you didn’t have to have me
and mess me up for eternity! That’s what you did, you know? You
imparted upon me a shell of a soul, then added, “You’re on your
own, Buster. Have fun.” You could have helped guide me through this
terrible thing called life, but instead you gave up on me to take
care of yourselves and your own little piddly problems. I’ll never
know what I could have become because of that. I had to figure
everything out on my own. I’ll never forgive you for that. I would
rather that you just didn’t bother some fifty-plus years ago, but I
guess I’m stuck here, aren’t I? A hell of a deal, believe me. I
hope you’re right where you belong and the heat is turned up.”
After a pause, Taylor concluded in a softer, more sober voice, “I
guess I’ll find out soon enough, huh?”

He stood there for another moment, trying to
come up with additional barbs to throw his parents’ way, but
decided it would be a waste of time. The deed was done and he had
spent his rage. He tossed the wadded-up map into a wire flower
disposal can chained to the elm, then got in the car and left.

Taylor drove around town,
just to burn up time while attempting to clear his head. He cruised
past the site of his old junior high school, but it was no longer
there. It was now a retirement home. He drove past the old junior
high school football field. That’s where he had cut his teeth when
it came to it came to marching bands. It had been bulldozed as
well. There was an industrial park going in there now. Taylor
realized that he was one of the few things from his past that was left
standing.

While he hoped this drive would help heal his
soul, seeing so much of his former life disappear took Taylor from
feeling bummed out, as they used to say, to feeling downright
depressed. So, instead of looking for ways to cheer himself up, he
indulged in his pity party a bit longer by dropping by his old
elementary school, something he also said he would refuse to
do.

He pulled into the circle, got out and looked
the school grounds over. Ghosts of schoolyard bullies and verbal
torment from days gone by came flooding back to him, but he blew
them away with a blink of an eye. Despite the tough times that he
experienced on those grounds, he concluded that his treatment at
the hands his fellow students had probably not been atypical.

Taylor walked around the empty school
building, and stopped to glance through the entry doors of one of
the three hallways. He continued on, turned the corner, and stopped
to peer through the windows of his fourth grade classroom. He
remembered all too well the cruelty he had suffered at the hands of
his aforementioned former teacher, Mrs. Baymont. Whether they want
to admit it or not, teachers do have their pets and their rivals.
The rest of us fit somewhere in the middle. For whatever reason,
Mrs. Baymont had Taylor in her sights.

At that time, Mrs. Baymont was under a lot of
pressure, dealing with a number of disruptive students that had
been recently bussed in from a low income district. Even back then,
it was considered politically incorrect for a teacher to pick on a
minority student, even if the situation warranted disciplinary
action. Being nothing more than an average kid back then–the most
average, in fact–Taylor became an easy target, so she used him as
an out, the same way many of his fellow students did.

During that year, Taylor learned that his
music teacher, Miss Francis, wanted to recommend him to the city’s
Honor Chorus, but when asked, Mrs. Baymont concluded that Taylor’s
singing and academic abilities wouldn’t fit in with the city’s best
and brightest. She determined that Taylor was too bright for the
remedial classes, and not motivated enough for the typical
mainstream, but they placed him there anyway due to the lack of a
third option. As far as his singing ability went, Mrs. Baymont
commented to Miss Francis that Taylor’s singing, in her opinion,
was akin to, as she put it, an old sow rubbing her butt up against
a splinter. She might have been raised on a farm in Kentucky, and
even though she often brought that fact up to lighten the moment,
that certainly gave her no excuse for the rudeness she so often
displayed.

It was then and there that
Taylor decided to abandon singing and take up the drums. Around
that time, I remember, he took over Joe Reinhart’s paperboy route
on the weekends giving Joe a welcomed relief. He was happy to pay
Taylor and take the time off as the Sunday Cincinnati Enquirer arrived at four
AM, and as is typical of Sunday newspapers, it was always a killer
to haul around. That was a time when paperboys piled the newspapers
into a huge satchel, and either walked or biked them around the
neighborhood. He could bike the Saturday edition, but had no choice
other than to walk the Sunday papers around.

Taylor used the money to pay for drum lessons
down at Imhoff’s Music Store every Tuesday afternoon after school.
So in the end, I guess it was Taylor who had the last word on both
of the former subjects.

Having silenced the echoes from the past,
Taylor got back in the car and began his search for the farm fresh
corn he had promised. He drove past the site of the old River Road
produce stand and discovered that I was right. Even after all of
these years, the gravel pull-off was still visible through the
weeds, but the shack had long since capitulated to the elements.
The area had become quite overgrown and had nearly returned to its
natural state.

Taylor then remembered that he had a couple
of school friends who used to pick corn during the summer recess
out on some of the Venice farms south of there, so he headed in
that direction. Sure enough, shortly after clearing the lone
stoplight in town, Taylor found a produce stand that carried a
mish-mash of fresh end-of-the-season farm goods, along with
traditional fall favorites such as apples, cider, and pumpkins of
every size and shape. There must have been an acre of those gourds
lying about providing a seasonal carroty frame for the stand.

As I recall, I had visited that market once
or twice as a boy. While the produce was fantastic during the
growing season, it was an absolute treat to stop there during the
fall. If memory serves, there were bushel baskets lining the walls
of the stand filled with every type of apples imaginable. The
fragrances from the Red, Golden Delicious, and Granny Smith apples
combined to create a heavenly scent that I still fondly harken back
to. It was almost as if I was able to breath in local orchard owner
Ainsley Singleton’s apple cider; an excellent beverage he made
using his own secret combination of those three apple varieties.
Now at that time, I had only a vague notion what the term ambrosia
meant. I read that word when reading a story about Greek mythology
once. After my first taste of this autumn cocktail, I was convinced
that Mr. Singleton’s cider had to come pretty close to fulfilling
that definition.

Anyway, Taylor pulled into the gravel parking
lot and waited for the dust to settle a bit. It didn’t take long as
it was a dry, slightly breezy fall afternoon. Taylor exited the
vehicle and arched his back. He looked around at the landscape he
had nearly forgotten. It hadn’t changed much. Nothing changes much
in Venice. Some of the houses had been there since the turn of the
century, the last century that is, and the farms are as they were.
About a quarter of a mile in the distance, Taylor spotted a John
Deere tractor turning under the remnants of the past growing
season. A russet cloud followed.

Taylor approached the counter, dodging a
couple of children and a mutt as he went, and inquired about the
availability of his favorite veggie. It was on hand, the lady at
the register told him, but this was the last of the niblets for the
year. He paid for a dozen ears, picked up six steaks at the nearby
market, and returned back to my place. I was pleased to see that he
made it back home unscathed, and the car unscratched.

It was a fantastic night, as I had invited a
few friends over for the cookout. Taylor was right; it’s never too
late in the season to hold a barbecue. In fact, preparing the
evening’s feast during this time of year produced a wonderfully
mixed airborne bouquet of grilled steaks and drying maple and
sycamore leaves. That night, I came to agree with Taylor that
charcoaled steaks are always a treat, no matter what time of the
year it is. On top of that, the corn was surprisingly good, perhaps
the best I've ever had. There’s something to be said for
maturity.

“Sometimes nature saves its best for last,”
Taylor said. It was good to see that he hadn’t forgotten his
roots.

This evening wasn’t just a welcome home
get-together for Taylor. You see, I really hadn’t done any
entertaining since my wife passed. In fact, I really hadn’t done a
whole lot of anything since then, so it was good for me to get back
into the swing of things as well. As the night wore on, we bid the
others farewell, then finally had some down time between
ourselves.

“I’ll tell you what,” Taylor began, “let me
use the car tomorrow to shop for an apartment or condo, then I’ll
see about getting myself some transportation of my own. I don’t
want to be a burden to you. I probably already have.”

I was taken back a bit by his suggestion.
“Tay, you’re no burden. You’re only going to be here a few more
days, aren’t you?” Taylor stared at me, and his statement took
root. “Are you telling me that you’re actually considering settling
down here?”

“For a little bit. Apparently, I have
obligations now. I didn’t think Harmon would freak out and bolt
from the band, so now I guess I have to make good on the
situation.”

“I see. How about if you
hold off on that. On Monday, we really need to drop in and see the
principal and find out where we go from here. If they don’t allow
you in, the entire thing might be a moot point. Maybe Harmon is
just blowing smoke.”

Harmon wasn’t blowing smoke. He was done. We
called the school’s principal, Charles Dooley, around nine AM that
Monday, but Harmon had already beat us to the punch. Mr. Dooley
agreed to meet with us, but judging from the tone of his voice, I
didn’t think that cordiality was tops on his list at this point.
Taylor was in no position to dictate the terms of the get-together,
so we were at the mercy of Mr. Dooley’s schedule. He ordered an
eleven o’clock meeting.

Taylor was nervous about entering the school
he had abandoned so long ago, having to fend off all the negativity
that still roamed the halls and all, so he was none too pleased
about subjecting himself to this déjà vu experience. Some memories
never die, as they say, and they’re usually referring to the
painful memories. Taylor was also uneasy about the one-on-one with
Mr. Dooley, especially considering the circumstances for the
get-together, so he doted on his physical presentation.

“How do I look? Acceptable?”

“Acceptable, but if you want my honest
opinion, it would help your case if you got a hair cut or
something.”

“No time, plus I haven’t worn my hair short
since my dad used to give me a burr way back when. He used, I
think, some old dog clippers, so I don’t intend to become something
I’m not. I am who I am.”

“Suit yourself.”

We arrived at the school and made our way
through the hallways, past curious onlookers who could only
speculate who these old geezers were and what they were doing in
their school. Like I said, some things never change.

The clapping of the shoes on those old
multi-flecked marble floors from the masses as they rushed between
classes in an attempt to beat the bell were the same as I always
remembered. I’m sure that was true for Taylor as well.

We were directed to the office and were told
to have a seat on one of those hard, varnished hickory chairs that
have probably been around as long as the school has. These were the
same chairs a student had to sit in before being escorted into the
vice-principal’s office for swats, in our day, or to be awarded a
detention, at the present time. I believe, to this day, that those
old hickory chairs are virtually indestructible.

Finally, Principal Charles Dooley came around
the corner, and with a barely audible grunt, motioned us with a
quick flip of his wrist towards his office. Charles Dooley was a
balding, soon-to-be barrel-chested man in his late forties. He
sported a mustache that befitted him, and was dressed in a starched
white shirt. That suited him as well.

Principal Dooley emerged from a high school
era other than Taylor and me. He graduated in the mid 1970's-a post
Vietnam War graduate. He was firm but fair, I’ll give him that.

We entered the smallish office and looked for
a seat. The frosted window rattled in its frame as he shut the
heavy wooden door behind us. I had met Mr. Dooley once before and
mentioned the fact to him as we all took our seats. Dooley barely
acknowledged the meeting and treated the journey down memory lane
as a sour afterthought.

“Which one of you is Taylor?” he asked after
clearing his throat.

“That would be me,” Taylor answered while
raising his hand slightly. This was school, and some things never
change. Mr. Dooley glanced up to see who he was addressing, then
did a double take as if it was the first time he laid eyes on
Taylor. It might have been.

“Uh huh,” he said as he shuffled a few
papers. He then looked up and addressed Taylor directly. “Do you
mind telling me where you get off chewing out one of this school’s
icons,” and then with a louder voice he continued, “causing him to
resign in the middle of the season? Who the hell are you
anyway?”

“Mr. Dooley,” I began, but was shortly cut
off.

“I’m not talking to you. I’ll get to your
explanation for being here later. I’m talking to the old hippie
here.”

“Hey, now there’s no need for name calling,”
I said.

“Oh, and why not? It seems your friend here
has no problem tossing out the verbal barbs at seventy-year-old men
when it suits him. What’s good for the goose is good for the…what,
who are you? Explain yourself.”

“Sir, I’m Taylor Ross, and the argument I got
into with Mr. Harmon probably should have taken place some thirty
years ago when I was one of his students. Some things never die,
you know?”

“No, I don’t know. All I do know is that I’m
now out a band instructor. There’s no way we can move people around
at this stage of the game and make a decent showing for the second
half of the season. You’ve ruined everything!”

“From what I could tell, they weren’t making
much of a showing as it was. That was the basis for our argument.
How many people are in the band anyway? Twenty?”

“Twenty-eight to be exact, at least there
were. Two of them came here this morning and said that they planned
to drop out. Without a leader, many, if not most of them, might
drop out, and what will that do to their scholarship chances? Many
of them receive scholastic credit for band, and if they’re close
when it comes to graduation, that lost credit might cost them their
diploma. Did you ever give any thought to that?”

“I’m sorry sir, but…”

“But nothing. You come to settle an ages-old
argument with a former teacher, and in the process, screw up a lot
of people’s lives. What have you got to say for yourself?”

“Sir, I see the dilemma you’re left with
here. If it’s any consolation, I can teach these kids band.”

“You? You’ve got to be kidding! What the hell
do you know about music?”

“I was with a rock band for seventeen years.
You might have heard of them, Vulture?”

“Vulture?”

“Yes. We sold over seventy-five million
albums worldwide, Mr. Dooley, so I think I know a little something
about music.”

“Vulture? Which one were you again?

“I was the percussionist, the drummer.”

“Oh wait now, you’re the one who used to do a
flip off the drum stand at the end of the concert, am I right?”

“On occasion. The only problem was, the older
I got, the higher they had to raise the stand because, well, I got
older.”

“Yeah, and you missed a few of those flips as
I recall.”

“In my less-than-lucid moments.”

“Well that explains a lot.
Hell, I didn’t recognize you. Holy moley, you are him. I’ll be
damned. It’s an honor to meet you,” he said while raising up from
his chair and reaching across his desk to shake Taylor’s hand. “So
what have you been doing with yourself for the past decade or
so?”

Being a little nervous, Taylor answered, “Um,
well you know, I’ve mostly been advising cohorts in the business,
sitting in with production crews and the like.”

“Fantastic.” I was relieved to see that Mr.
Dooley’s mood had changed towards us. He did return to a serious,
but less than angry, disposition when asking, “Be that as it may,
we’re still left with a significant hole to fill when it comes to
the band. You know what an icon Bob Harmon is in this
community.”

“Mr. Dooley…”

“Call me Chuck.”

“Um, Chuck, since I got us into this mess,
I'll do what I can to help out with the band. I can lead the band
if that’s what you need, and make it bigger and better than it has
been in decades. I guarantee it.”

“Well, that’s very generous Taylor, but there
are legalities involved here. I just can’t throw you out there and
say, “Have at it.” Have you ever been certified as a music
instructor?”

“Well no, but I know out west they allow
qualified personnel,” he said making quote marks with his index and
middle fingers, “to take on non-full time positions like coaches
and such. Hopefully, that applies here as well. I come cheap.”

“That’s all well and good, but I’ll have to
check with the board on this. I have to say that I have my doubts,
though. There are legalities, as I said, and state regulations to
fulfill, and I don’t even want to get into the insurance aspect of
this.”

“My guess is that we have to do something
fast. There’s a road game over in Middletown coming up this
Friday.”

“I’m well-aware of that, but I do have to ask
you one thing: Do you think you can actually pull it off? I mean,
do you know anything about leading a marching band? You’re used to
a five-piece ensemble, not dozens of kids performing music and
marching in formations.”

“I realize that, but we’re still left with a
problem: If I don’t do it, who will? Yes, I’ll need them to teach
me as much as I’ll lead them, but hopefully, I can bring some
spirit to an institution that has been dying for decades.”

“Okay, I’ll look into it and get back with
you within the day. Here,” he said while shoving a legal pad over
in Taylor’s direction. “Give me your name, address, and phone where
you can be reached. Time is of the essence.”

As he wrote, Taylor tossed out an idea. “I
hope those two students don’t leave the band. Talk to them, Mr.
Dooley, and tell them fresh new help is on the way. They won’t be
sorry. Also, I had an idea. Is there any way the school can hold an
assembly of some kind in the next day or so and try to sell the
kids on the virtues of being in the band?”

“I suppose so, but how will you convince two
thousand students that it’s cool to be in a band? In my opinion,
you’re trying to turn water into wine.”

“That’s what I planned on. I have some ideas.
Here, here’s my number,” he said as he shoved the pad in Mr.
Dooley’s direction, “and I want you to call me today regardless and
we’ll set something up for Wednesday or Thursday with respect to an
assembly.”

“Will do. Thanks, Taylor.”

We walked out of the front office and back
into the crowded hallways. We both leaned up against the
ceramic-coated cinder block wall and breathed a sigh of relief. We
watched as students ran to and fro and slammed their lockers. We
nearly jumped out of our skins as the bell right above our heads
sounded alerting everyone that second lunch about to begin. Be that
as it may, we managed to escape with our nerves and our butts
intact.

As we walked to the car, I asked Taylor, “So
what’s your great plan for the assembly?” Taylor didn’t respond. He
acted as if he didn’t hear me and just looked away. “You don’t have
one, do you?”

He looked straight ahead and said quietly,
“Oh Lord, I’ve really opened a flock of worms with this one,
haven’t I?” He turned to me. “Hell, I don’t even like kids. On top
of that, I really can’t stand being around the little buggers. To
be honest with you, I hated being a kid, and I barely tolerated the
teeny-boppers who used to follow the group. I just never was on
their level, you know what I mean? I guess I was never allowed to
be young. You’re right on, Smitty. I’m in way over my head
here.”

“Okay, but there’s no need to panic. If the
board lets you in–and that’s a big if, let’s face it–then all you
have to do is hold the status quo for another six weeks. After
that, the band pretty much shuts down for the year and you’ll be
off the hook. They might do an occasional post-season competition,
but with just over two dozen members, it’s not likely that they
really have a legitimate chance at any winning any of those.”

We left and headed for home. Taylor spent
much of his time on the computer pecking around the internet trying
to bone up on marching band formations and techniques. It was his
‘crash course,’ if you will. Around two-thirty that afternoon, Mr.
Dooley called and wanted to see us immediately; well, actually he
wanted to see Taylor. I told him to go and let me know what
happened. “I guess I’m not your manager any more.” I flipped him
the keys. “Take the car.”

Just as the students were filing on to their
respective buses at the end of the school day, Taylor shimmied his
way past the crowd on his way to the office. Mr. Dooley passed him
and told him he’d be with him shortly, so Taylor entered Dooley’s
office and took his now-familiar seat. Taylor sat there for five
minutes, spending his time squinting at the diplomas on the
opposite wall and trying to gooseneck a peek at the papers on the
principal’s desk. Despite the fact that Mr. Dooley’s office used to
be the guidance counselor’s old office, it still reminded Taylor of
the old days. He spent some time in the principal’s office, but
almost no time in the guidance counselor’s office.

Finally, Mr. Dooley returned, with a woman in
tow. “Taylor, I’d like you to meet Kaylee Lewis.” Taylor rose and
offered his hand. “Kaylee is a health instructor here at Hamilton
and has run the flag corps for the last four years. She’s here to
help us all out.”

Kaylee was a neat lady. An attractive woman
in her own right, she was around thirty years of age, and still
possessed a fairly athletic form on her five foot six inch frame.
Her longer than shoulder length ginger hair gave her an engaging
look. Highlighting her facial features was an appealing, round
cherry mouth, which could easily ripen into a cheerful smile under
the right conditions. Despite having left her teen years a decade
or so ago, her fair skin still sported a small cluster of freckles
on either side of her nose.

The three sat down and Mr. Dooley explained
the current situation. “Taylor, I took your case directly to Donald
Morgan up at the board and discussed what we wanted to do. He
explained simply that it wasn’t possible for you to take over the
band without a State of Ohio certification. Those are the rules,
but there is also a legal liability on our part. If we were a
private school, or even one of the poorer districts, the board
might turn a blind eye, but that isn’t the case here.”

“That’s a bummer. So we’re screwed then?”

“Not necessarily. That’s why I asked Ms.
Lewis to help us out. You see, Ms. Lewis is a state certified
employee of this district, and since she has considerable knowledge
of the band and its operation, we can appoint her to the head
position, and take you on as, say, a volunteer. That is, if you’re
willing to perform this job gratis.”

“Yeah, money’s no problem. It sounds like
there might be some problem with stepping on some toes though,” he
said with a touch of cynicism in his voice. Taylor was his own man,
and his personal history didn’t include playing back-up to ‘some
chick,’ as he put it. Much of his respect for adult women in a
position of authority had dissolved after his mother parted ways
with the Taylor family.

“That shouldn’t be a problem. I’m only there
for legal purposes. You’re the one with all of the musical
knowledge,” she shot back with an equal touch of sarcasm, knowing
full well that Taylor’s background was limited to a five-piece
combo.

Either he was oblivious to the tension
between the two individuals across from him, or perhaps he was
eager to wrap the situation up. Either way, Mr. Dooley was
satisfied with the new beginning and brought the meeting to a
close.

As the two exited the office, Ms. Lewis told
Taylor, “Come on down to my office and I’ll fill you in on my ideas
for running the band until we get a permanent replacement.”

Taylor was uncomfortable with the situation
already. “If I’m supposed to run the band and you’re just supposed
to be a figurehead, will you be interested in any of my ideas?”

“In time. Until then, we have to keep things
up and running as we have a game coming up Friday night.”

“In time? Look missy…”

“Look man, dude, or whatever you want to be
called…”

“Hey, mellow out, babe. Taylor, call me
Taylor. All I ask is a little respect.”

“Fine, Taylor, but ditto that. Respect begets
respect. You got that? I’m sure you’re ready to call me all sorts
of things right now, but for the time being, you can call me
Kaylee. To be brutally honest, right now I’d prefer Ms. Lewis from
you.”

“Oh, a hothead. I like that in a babe.”

“Judging from your attitude, I doubt you
truly like women. Let me guess, you like women if they…cater to
your needs…bow down to you…throw their panties on the stage while
you rock out?”

“Hey, I don’t need this.”

“Oh yes you do,” she said as she stopped in
the hallway and faced Taylor directly. “You deserve all of this.
You chased off one of the all-time favorite teachers from this
school. You’ll be lucky if anyone even speaks to you during your
stint here. And if all you learn from this experience is that women
can be your equal, then you’ve learned one of life’s great
lessons.”

“Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be, huh?
You’re going to fight me the whole way on this thing? I see. You’re
doing me a favor? Favors I don’t need.”

“No, but you do need me. Without me, you
aren’t even allowed to be on campus. So it’s in your best interest
to fall into line and know where your place is.”

“Damn, can you be anymore patronizing?”

“If you continue to be part of the problem
rather than the solution, just watch me.”

The two stomped down the hallway and into the
health office, which was right next to the locker rooms. Kaylee
threw her folders down and took a seat behind the desk.

Taylor just stood in the doorway. “Where’s my
desk?” he asked.

“Your desk? You’re only going to be here for
the next five or six weeks, and the majority of time you’ll be out
in the field.”

“What if I need to keep some paperwork here
or something like that?”

In a fit of frustration, Kaylee tore her
multi-stack in-and-out trays apart, ripped the label off one of
them, and slammed it down in the corner by Taylor’s hand.

“There, that’s your tray, and you can use the
chair next to you. That corner is your desk. Congratulations on
your promotion.”

“Oh nice, I get the kiddies’ table. Look,
clear something up for me; why the resentful attitude towards me?
What the hell did I ever do to you?”

Kaylee slammed her pen down and lit into
Taylor. “You come into this town, make a favorite teacher resign,
then I end up getting this job dumped in my lap. I barely have
enough time to do my own job, and now I have to spend my Friday
nights out on some high school field trying to hold together what’s
left of a band that you nearly destroyed! So look buddy-boy, you’re
going to do the major share of the work around here because, plain
and simple, I don’t have the time.”

“I would think you’d have all of the time in
the world.”

“Come again?”

“Well, I mean, a pretty girl like you,
twenty-thirty-something, and you have your Friday nights available
to occupy yourself with a band. Sounds like there’s an emptiness
you’re trying to fill there. Ah, now it all fits. Now I know where
the hostility is coming from. You’re not getting any.” Taylor
chuckled. Kaylee wasn’t amused, to say the least.

“Get out!”

“Get out? I must have struck a nerve, huh?
The truth hurts sometimes.”

With gritted teeth, she demanded, “Get out of
this office, you narrow-minded jackass! The less we see of each
other, the better!”

“Where am I supposed to go?”

“Go to hell, for all I care!” After a pause
and neither one flinched, Kaylee let loose again. “You’ve got a
band waiting on you. Go down to the band room and get them
organized and out on the field!”

“Yes ma’am.” Taylor stood and presented her
with a mock salute. He exited the room, but just after ten seconds,
he stuck his head back in the door.

“Um, hey big Lew, just where is the band
room?”

She picked up her desk calendar and threw it
Taylor’s way with his head being the intended target. Taylor
slammed the door but could hear her muted voice yell, “Find it
yourself. You seem to know everything!”

 





Chapter 3

A Symphony of Errors

 


A woman's two cents worth, is worth two cents
in the music business.

— Loretta Lynn

 


Taylor walked the hallways towards what used
to be the industrial arts wing of the school and encountered a
teacher heading in the opposite direction. She seemed to be a bit
startled at seeing an adult of Taylor’s stature, dressed as he was
in his old ratty denim jacket and jeans to match. He appeared more
like a homeless man rather than an interim bandleader wandering the
hallways of an otherwise secure school building. Despite Taylor’s
explanation that Ms. Lewis had sent him in search of the band room,
the instructor was still a bit skeptical. Still, she pointed Taylor
in the general direction, but didn’t take her eyes off of him until
he opened the door and entered.

When Taylor entered, the mood echoed that of
a morgue rather than the usual uplifted manner that typically
resonated from within those four walls. Students were sitting
around on the risers, some spitting forth a few noted from their
horns, while the rest just sat and talked. They were uncertain of
what lay ahead for the band and their musical futures.

“Hey guys, what’s happening? I’m Taylor Ross
from the band Vulture.”

Everyone looked up, but no one said anything.
Vulture hadn’t been a musical force to be reckoned with since
before most of these kids had been born. Taylor belonged to their
parents’ generation, at least.

Finally, a clarinet player spoke up. “You’re
the one who got Mr. Harmon fired, aren’t you?”

“Mr. Harmon wasn’t fired. He resigned.”

“Yeah, but you made him. I heard that
argument you two had after Friday night’s game. You called us a
bunch of nobodies.”

“I only meant that I thought that, uh, you
were a good bunch, but Mr. Harmon hadn’t tapped your full
potential. I’m thinking I can do that.”

“Oh yeah, and what makes you think you can do
that? How many bands have you led?”

“Just one, for the most part. John Winston
formed our band Vulture, and he was the leader for the first few
years, but then he became more interested in wine, women, and,
well, not song, but you get my drift. I pretty much took over from
there and led us to our most successful years.”

“How many CDs did you sell?”

“Well, they were albums in those days, but
let’s just say that we sold over seventy-five million units, and
they’re still selling. That’s as many as Aerosmith.”

“Who’s Aerosmith?”

“Uh, yeah. Think Britney. That’s pretty
close, although it was a smaller world music-wise back in my day.
Tell you what, let’s see what you guys are working on for this
week’s show, and we’ll take it from there.”

“It’s the same old stuff we do every week. We
have four numbers, and we generally do three of them during any
given week. The fourth number we throw in every other week to mix
things up a bit.”

“I see. Well, then what did you need Mr.
Harmon for?”

“What do we need you for?”

Taylor saw that he had his work cut out for
him. He had the band run through their numbers and pronounced them
fit for the week’s presentation. Their show rarely deviated from
week to week, except when they had two consecutive home games. Even
the parents said that if you’ve seen their production once, you’ve
seen it enough.

Taylor thought that his best approach would
be to try and make friends with the little scoundrels. A group of
friends can take him a lot farther than any one enemy.

“Okay, if I were to ask you what we should do
to recruit more members, what would you say?”

“You don’t have a clue how to run a band, do
you?”

“Look you little b…okay look, let’s try this
again. We don’t want to get off on the wrong foot here. Let me ask
you, why are you in the band?”

“Credit,” came one response, followed by the
same answer from another.

“Okay, fair enough. At least you were honest.
Let me rephrase the question. If you weren’t in the band, what
would make you want to join?” Taylor drew stares. “Anybody? You
don’t have to all speak up at once.” He didn’t draw any laughs
either. He let out a sigh, then began pulling anything and
everything out of mid air.

“Tell you what, are any of you here in any
kind of band other than this; a rock band perhaps?” One of the
drummers raised his hand. “Good, good. Now we’re getting some
place. Um, are they any good?”

“Yeah, we play gigs once or twice a month. We
can bring it if we have to.”

“Great. Could you bring the guys and meet
here tomorrow after school?”

“I’d have to ask, but if it’s worth it, they
might agree. Why do you want us here?”

“Get a load of this; an assembly. Not just an
ordinary pep assembly, mind you, but also a recruitment assembly, a
rock assembly; huh, how about that, a rock assembly! We’ll have
your rock band firing the crowd up, we tell them how cool it is to
be in the band, how they get to go to the game for free, hanging
out together, doing road trips and all. We’ll have this room so
full of people afterwards that we’ll have to knock out a wall just
to hold them all.”

The young man thought for a moment.
“Maybe.”

“Just think of all of the free publicity you
guys will get.”

“Maybe.”

“Just be here tomorrow and we’ll see if you
all can carry a tune.” Taylor leaned down to the drummer and said
in a low voice, “On top of that, there’s fifty bucks in it for each
of you.”

Taylor arrived home around six and told me of
the poor start he had made with Ms. Lewis. He was distraught. I
tried to be the peacekeeper as much as possible, and relayed the
old adage of keeping his friends close, and his enemies closer, but
Taylor had his own way of doing things.

The following day, Taylor cleared the
assembly with Mr. Dooley. Dooley actually liked the idea, as it had
been some time since they had had a real pep rally. Taylor was
going out on a limb with this one in more ways than one, though.
First, he cleared the assembly before he had even heard the rock
band. He assumed that if they weren’t any good, he could always use
the marching band, and they could play the school song umpteen
times to fire up the crowd. Plus, he didn’t bother to float the
idea past Ms. Lewis first.

The band showed up, did a few rehearsal
numbers, and Taylor found them to be pretty decent. Actually, he
said later, he was quite impressed with them. Their equipment was
so much more sophisticated than what he and his fellow Vultures had
started out with. With the advanced keyboards of today, it made
sounding good almost easy. He just hoped that at this point, he
could make an impact on the student body with the marching band as
much as the rock band made an impression on him.

Just after lunch the next day, Taylor was
helping to convert the gymnasium into a stage for the assembly.
That’s when Kaylee arrived on the scene and confronted a student
who was assisting in the set-up.

“What’s all of this?”

“The pep assembly, Ms. Lewis. Didn’t they
tell you?”

“No, I haven’t had time to read my emails yet
today.” In a stern voice, she asked, “And who approved this?”

Taylor walked over and answered, “Principal
Dooley. He thought it was a great idea.”

“Oh he did, did he? And just who brought up
the suggestion?”

“Yours truly.” Taylor said this with a bit of
cockiness, as he could tell from Kaylee’s voice that she wasn’t
pleased at all about being kept out of the loop on this.

“Oh really, and just who gave you the
authority to demand something, anything?”

With a smug attitude and his thumbs in his
armpits as if gripping a set of suspenders, he replied, “I don’t
need any authority. I’m the band director.”

Kaylee’s blood was boiling about now. “Listen
here you, you have no authority to do anything around here without
clearing it with me first. Do you hear me?”

A student butted in. “Aw come on, Ms. Lewis.
It’s going to be fun.”

“You stay out of this or I’ll issue you a
detention!” Turning back to Taylor, she continued, “I’ll ask you
again, have you got it? Me first.”

“Me first? Is that all you ever think about,
your ego? You’re so blinded by your own sense of self-worth that
you’re not even considering the students here. You’re in a me, me,
me mode. Try to think about someone or something other than
yourself for once.”

Positioning herself just inches from his
face, she continued, “Don’t you dare question my authority around
here. It was your fault that we’re in this position in the first
place. Two wrongs don’t make a right.”

“What I’m doing is right.
What you’re doing is meddling.”

“Well, I’ll just have to see Principal Dooley
and see about getting you removed from this position. You’re
obviously not fit to lead. Either you go, or I will.”

“Nanner, nanner, nanner,” Taylor said as an
immature comeback. The students did their best to stifle a
laugh.

Kaylee did go to Principal Dooley’s office
and voiced her complaint. Her ultimatum didn’t quite sell itself.
You see, Dooley knew she couldn’t direct the band by herself. She
didn’t have the time or the know-how. On top of that, there was no
one else around to help her out. Taylor, on the other hand, had no
clue about the scholastic operations of a band, and he just plain
wasn’t qualified to go it alone. Principal Dooley, being the fair
man that he was, told Kaylee that he would take care of Taylor and
asked for her patience and understanding.

Taylor did get an ear full from the principal
and agreed to ‘play fairly’ for the remainder of his time there,
seeing how it was just a month and a half until the season
commenced.

The powers that be went ahead with the
assembly, and true to Taylor’s word, it was a spectacle that the
student body had rarely seen. The sophomores, juniors, and seniors
filed in to the bleachers under a dimmed light. The band stood to
the side of the makeshift stage, trying not to show their hand.
Once the bleachers were full, or nearly so, the gym went dark. That
elicited hoots and hollers from a few of the guys who knew that the
risk of yelling out in the dark and getting caught was minimal. At
that moment, Taylor and the other band mates took the stage,
positioned their instruments, then synchronized the opening note of
their performance with the illumination of the gym. Following four
clicks from Taylor’s sticks, strobes began flashing all around, and
the band strode into their opening song. I generally don’t keep up
with the modern trends in music, but from the reaction the group
received, most in attendance were familiar with their opening
number and greeted it with great enthusiasm. They went wild, to be
honest, and Taylor just marveled at it all. You see, it had been
some time since he had been in the spotlight, quite literally.

The concert, if you will, was laid out
perfectly. It followed a similar format to that used by some of the
ultra modern mega churches of today. You fire the crowd up with a
few catchy numbers, then hit them with the message–and pass the
plate. The guest preacher for this day’s sermon was Taylor
Ross.

When the band finished their second number,
the lead singer grabbed the microphone and announced, “All right
people, it’s time to give it up for the founder of our feast, live
from the rock group Vulture, a survivor of ol’ Hamilton High, give
it up for Taylor Rocks!”

The crowd cheered with enthusiasm, even
though they had no idea who or what they were rooting for. I’m sure
many of the kids had heard Vulture’s music on the radio in the past
and had probably spotted their albums in their parents’ music
collection, but for most, that’s as far as their knowledge of
Taylor and his group went.

I think he missed the spotlight, because when
his name was announced, Taylor bounded up from his drummer’s stool
to the mic and waved. While there was no back flip, it a lot like
old times, I suppose, but on a much smaller scale. However, crowds
are crowds, no matter what the size nor the age.

“What’s up, Hamilton High?” he yelled out,
causing a little bit of feedback in the speaker system. The
students yelled back in response. “I’m sure you’re wondering what
we’re all doing here today.”

“Getting out of class!” yelled one
student.

“Hell yeah, getting out of class,” he
returned, trying to be cool. The faculty, including Kaylee and
Principal Dooley, grimaced at Taylor’s use of inappropriate
language in front of the student body.

“But aside from that, we’re here to talk
about music. Have you liked what you’ve heard so far?”

The crowd roared its approval.

“Well, there’s more where that came from. How
would you all like to jam like these dudes up here?”

The answer was nearly unanimous with their
whoops and hollers.

“Then here’s what we have for you today. You
all know–well, maybe you don’t–but anyway, I was in a rock band
called Vulture for nearly twenty years.”

Surprisingly, there were a few shouts of
support. I don’t know if those individuals knew of Vulture, but
most likely, these were merely the shouts from students you hear at
nearly every assembly who just like to yell out at every
mention.

“Yeah, rock on. Well, do you know where I got
my start?” he asked. Even though there were a few suggestions like,
“The gutter!” and the like from the crowd, Taylor didn’t allow them
to finish. “Right here; right here at good old Hamilton High.
That’s right; I was in the school’s marching band. From there I
learned how to jam.”

“Nerd!” came a shout from the crowd.

Taylor froze. “Oh yeah? Listen you smart-ass,
get your butt down here and let’s hear you play. Get down here and
do something, anything, other than run your mouth!”

The silence was deafening. “Just as I
figured. Well let me tell you all one thing,” he said, while
staring in the direction of the heckler, “before I was even allowed
to graduate, I was in San Francisco playing in a rock group called
Vulture, and shortly after that, we had a recording contract and
were traveling all over the world. I did that because I aspired to
do something other than just sitting around the house doing
nothing. Use your time to better yourself. You’ll have plenty of
time to relax when you’re becoming food for the worms.”

There were shouts of approval.

His voice got louder. “You can’t tell me that
in a school of two thousand students, you can’t put more than
twenty-eight people on the field for a marching band. What the
hell’s your problem, man? It’s my goal to put ten times that number
on the field so we can be the biggest and best band in Ohio, not
just in high school, but the best in the entire state. The hell
with the Buckeyes. What do you say?”

Surprisingly there was a fair amount of
applause and cheering from the stands. Taylor then realized that he
had to keep his speech short and to the point or he’d risk losing
the audience’s interest. In a true preacher’s style, he lit into
them with his big finish, adding emphasis to the first word to grab
the congregation’s attention.

“You have that same opportunity to reach for the top.
You can do it here today
in music, or in anything you set your sights on.
You,” he said, again with
emphasis, “can do what you want. It’s up to you, folks, not the
other clowns you hang with, not your parents, and not even your
teachers.”

Taylor began pacing from one side of the
stage to the other.

“Guys, ten years from now, you probably won’t
even see ninety-five per cent of the other people sitting here in
this gym. Look around. Look at the person next to you. You won’t
see most of these people again in your lives, so why are you so
hell-bent on impressing them? What does their opinion matter
anyway?” There was silence. All ears were open. He had them
now.

“If you want to be a rocket scientist when
you graduate from college, then I say go for it. But, if you want
to be involved with your high school now, be in a really rad band,
wear your school’s uniform with pride, and attend ten football
games for free, then put aside your fears of trying something new,
trying something that you once thought to be uncool, and for once
in your life do something for yourself. Folks, I hate to be the
bearer of bad tidings, but you only have one go-around in this
life. Don’t go to your graves saying, “Wow, I wish I had done a few
more fun things in high school, but I was too uncomfortable with
how people might view me.” If you commit to this here, today, and
anything else you set your sights on throughout your school years,
I guarantee you’ll do that you’ll do well in your life. If you
don’t mind being a bottom feeder, somebody who sits home all day on
your ass exercising your thumbs on a Nintendo game; well then,
there’s certainly no shortage of people like that because doing
that takes no effort. Don’t waste your time playing computer games,
design them. Don’t just go to the game, be a part of it. If you
want to better yourself today, and for the rest of your life, step
forward and begin being your own person. Listen to your heart. Find
out what you’re made of.” Taylor’s voice then quieted. His message
had been delivered. It was time for his speech’s icing. “Guys, it’s
up to you. What do you want to do today? Are you willing to answer
the call? What do you want to do with the rest of your life?”

The band then began playing very softly, much
the same way a church organist would play when the preacher would
segue from his sermon to the collection. Taylor handed the
microphone back to the lead singer, then walked back to the
drummer’s stand. He pulled the sticks out of his back pocket,
turned them over to the student drummer, then walked off to the
side of the stage.

“Folks,” began the vocalist, “Taylor will be
in the band room right after seventh period. Stop on in and sign
up. We want you. We need you.”

With that, the band stopped its music
entirely. The announcer took a deep breath and let loose with, “Go
Blue! Beat the Middies!” The sticks clicked loudly together four
times, but this time the resulting rhythm was faster and more
deliberate.

Without skipping a beat, the band began a
hard rock jam that had the crowd on its feet. The spotlights were
circling, the band was jamming, and the crowd was cheering.

The assembly continued on for another twenty
minutes, with one of the musical highlights occurring when the rock
band struck their version of the Hamilton High Big Blue marching
song. That song was a traditional march, but the band threw
together their rock version of the song, and everyone thought it
was pretty wild.

Introduction of the players and coaches was
nearly anticlimactic, but a spirited pep speech by the coach saved
the day and rounded out of the afternoon’s festivities. When the
assembly concluded, the stage was cleared, and students returned to
their classrooms for final attendance. Taylor walked back to the
music room to prepare for the throng of students that would be
arriving to join the band.

Just as the final bell sounded, Kaylee walked
in and picked up the ongoing dispute from where the two left
off.

“You know, it would be nice if you let
someone in on your little projects once in a while,” she stated
with emphasis on the last four words.

“Hey, I was hired to recruit new members,
amongst other duties. I do what I have to do. If I waited for you
to do your own thing, this band would be twenty-eight members for
the next ten years.”

“And where does it sit today?” She stood with
arms crossed as she looked around the empty room. “Looks like
twenty-eight members still. Oh, I’m sorry, twenty-six. I stand
corrected. You never did convince the two members who quit to
return, did you? And by the way, your potty-mouthed speech at
today’s assembly surely won’t be overlooked by the powers that be.
That’s okay, though, because after those in charge get wind of your
little escapades, you’ll be out on your keister and our troubles
will be over.”

“Oh, you’ll run the show all by
yourself?”

“If I have to. Regardless, it looks like your
little self-serving stunt didn’t…”

Just then, the door swung open and six
students walked in.

“Hey Taylor, you rock, man!”

Doing his best Elvis impression, Taylor
struck a ‘King-like’ pose, and with his hands outstretched, said
with a sneer on his lip, “Thank you, thank you very much.”

“Man, you burned it up today.”

“That I did. Not bad for an old man, huh? Now
the question is, do all of you want to burn it up each Friday night
and be famous as well? Are you ready to be the center of attention
and entertain the crowds? Are you ready to join the band and answer
your school’s call?”

“Heck yeah,” seemed to be the consensus.
“With you as the leader, this ought to be a great time.”

“It is a great time, but it is a lot of hard
work as well. I’m not going to B.S. you. If you’re willing to do
the work, we’ll get along just great. I’ll tell you what, give Miss
Lewis your information and what instrument you play, and we’ll see
about getting everyone suited up.”

And that was a problem. You see, Taylor was
relatively successful in recruiting new members, but there were few
spare uniforms to go around. They never needed them before.

“And what do you plan to do about that?”
Kaylee asked. “You have thirty-two new members, and only thirty one
uniforms-total! You’ve doubled the size of the band, but we have no
way on suiting these people up. As the old saying goes, your heart
might have been in the right place, but your head was out to
lunch.”

“Oh, now you’re quoting Shake-rear.”

“Hey, we have a problem here, Einstein. We
have neither the time nor the money to do this properly. Now do you
want to know why I said to check with me first before pulling off
one of these stunts?”

“Hey, I did my part. I got the people here.
At least you could help out a little bit. Use your head for
something other than a hat rack, and contribute a little
something.”

“Okay, fine, I’ll come up with a solution to
the uniform dilemma, but now I have to ask how you plan to
integrate these new members into an existing band? Our formation
positions are already set. These people have been practicing all
summer on these numbers. We would have to totally revamp our
formations and throw everything we’ve practiced out the window.
Have you given any thought to that?”

“Simplicity, my dear. We don’t have to do all
of these fancy formations. The people want to hear the band play.
They don’t have to parade around all over the field. We’ll
concentrate on the music.”

“Taylor, they’re a
marching band. They’re
supposed to parade all around, as you put it.”

“Okay, we can work with that. We can just
have them snug up their formations…”

“We?”

“Okay, I will then. But I still say that they
don’t have to march everywhere. They can form a tunnel when the
team comes on the field, form a rectangle to play the school song,
then march off. Problem solved, at least until half time.”

“And what do you plan to do for that?”

“One thing at a time, my dear.”

Well, the formation quandary took care of
itself as they utilized Taylor’s plan of simplicity. They got by,
anyway. While they didn’t look great, they sounded stronger. As far
as the uniform situation went, well, Kaylee came up with an
innovative solution. The new members would wear black trousers and
blue shirts. They would be interspersed with the existing uniformed
members to give the band some semblance of consistency. That, too,
worked. So even though Kaylee and Taylor were at each other’s
throats for the remainder of that month, they did manage to work
together, whether they wanted to admit it or not. Not all was
smooth sailing, though. Taylor had a way of drilling the kids over
and over. He was trying to make up for lost time. That got to
Kaylee. She was used to old Mr. Harmon saying over and over, “Good
job, folks.”

“Why do you drive these kids so hard?
Perfection isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, especially at this
level.”

“And an attitude like that is what got this
band in the sorry shape that it’s in. Just good enough is, well,
just good enough. If you don’t sell out for your cause, what’s the
point? Why bother? Can’t you envision these kids being better than
average? Haven’t you wanted to be better than average?”

“You mentioned Mr. Harmon. You’re just the
opposite of him. Just listen to yourself sometime.”

“Thank you.”

Kaylee just glared at Taylor.

“Look, let’s just settle this thing once and
for all,” Taylor began. “You don’t like me, and I don’t like you.
To be honest, I don’t need some teeny-bopper hanging around,
sticking her nose in every thing I do. Even with Vulture, I was a
solo act most of the time. I wrote the songs, and with help from
the guys, performed the songs. So why don’t you just peddle your
papers some place else. I have the situation well in hand.”

“You egotistical bastard. Is that what you
think I am, some teeny-bopper? I’ll have you know that I have my
Masters Degree in education and have been teaching for six years
now. The only inexperience here is you and your lame attempt to put
an egg back into its shell. Tell you what, I’ll let you mess things
up on your own, and when you come crawling back, I’ll laugh and
tell you that I told you so.”

With that, Kaylee got up and left the room.
Taylor realized that he probably crossed the line, but in a
position of authority, he felt more at ease being the antagonizer
as opposed to playing second fiddle.

The season finished out with the football
team sporting a respectable six and four record, and Taylor had
fulfilled his obligation. Even with Kaylee off his back, Taylor’s
path was anything but smooth. Someone was spreading rumors that the
high school had a druggie running the band. Taylor suspected that
it was Bob Harmon, but he had no proof. Bob did have a motive, he
also had access to school board members, and finally, he possessed
a degree of time-tested credibility. While I wouldn’t have put it
past him, neither of us had any evidence to link the two.

In just a few short months, Taylor had gone
from being a recluse, to person who found himself meeting with
parents, and members of the student body as well. It was a painful
process, being reborn into society, but Taylor had never failed in
the business world, and he didn’t intend on doing so now.

In the past, Taylor had spent the majority of
his time touring with a rock band, and before that, as a student in
school. Neither of those activities really contributed much to the
social order, as he said, but now he was focusing on something that
made a difference in others’ lives. He had taken a floundering band
and doubled its size. He had helped others appreciate music, and
hopefully now they would carry that enjoyment over into their
post-academic lives. But now that the season had come to an end,
Taylor didn’t know what to do with himself.

While he had rented a townhouse here in the
city, I assumed that once the season was over, he would terminate
his lease and head back to Los Angeles. In talking with him,
though, he spoke of recruiting new members for the upcoming season,
and maybe even getting a band bus. Those were lofty goals for
someone with one foot out the door.

No one was more surprised to see Taylor
hanging around than Kaylee. I think she was looking forward to
getting her desk and office back, but Taylor showed up every day,
pecked around on his laptop, and continued being a nuisance, at
least in her eyes. One time she asked Taylor, “Why are you still
hanging around here?”

“Hey, let me finish what I started.”

“So I take it you’re thinking of staying on
as band director.”

“I might. I told everyone that I could put a
band on the field ten times the size of Harmon’s. I plan to fulfill
my pledge.”

The tension wasn’t what it could have been.
Kaylee wasn’t in her office very often at this point, as she was
either in class most of the day, or in the teacher’s lounge. Taylor
came and went as he pleased. We grabbed lunch on occasion at the
fast food joint across from the school, but mostly he went
solo.

Taylor went out and purchased a
top-of-the-line laptop computer, and spent much of his time on the
internet researching marching bands, their formations, and training
techniques. To be honest, I think Kaylee felt sorry for him and let
him be. Under those circumstances, those two coexisted about as
well as could be expected.

One day, just before Thanksgiving break,
Taylor was in the office the two shared, and they were working on
their respective projects when a young African-American student
named Jamaal Payton knocked on the door.

“Yes?” Kaylee asked.

“Um, I’m here to see Taylor-man,” he
answered.

Kaylee went back to her paperwork.

“What do you need, my friend?” Taylor
asked.

“Um, my mom had this old
album of yours and wanted to know if you could autograph it for
her. Jamaal handed Taylor Vulture’s inaugural album
Light of the Moon.

“Well, heck yeah. I always have time for my
fans. Do you like Vulture’s music?

“Are you crazy? I ain’t into that crap. That
stuff’s too white for me. Not enough beat.”

“I beg your pardon. I was the drummer in that
band.”

“Like I said.”

Kaylee just snickered, an act that didn’t go
unnoticed by Taylor. He glanced her way for a split second, then
turned his attention back to the task at hand. He dug out his pen
and asked, “And you are?”

“Jamaal Payton.”

“Who do you want it signed to?”

“Just sign your name, man. It don’t
matter.”

“Fair enough.” Taylor flipped the album
around once or twice, then decided to sign it right across the moon
on the cover.

“There you go, partner. Anything else?”

Jamaal just stood there for a moment and
stared at the signature. “No, I guess not.”

He was slow to leave, so Taylor suspected
that Jamaal might be there for a reason other than an album
signing.

“Um, Jamaal, do you play any
instruments?”

Jamaal began laughing. “You’re kidding,
right? You think I want to join the band or something? You’ve got
to be kidding. I’m only here because my mom wanted to see if you
were dumb enough to sign this. Shoot, why would I want to hang with
a bunch of band nerds for? Plus, I’ve played before larger crowds
than what they have here at the football games, so that’s no big
thing. I don’t need it. I don’t need you.”

“Oh, so you do play.”

Jamaal panicked a bit. “Get lost, man.” He
turned and walked out. There was silence for a moment.

“So, you finally met your match, huh? You
finally discovered that you can’t convert the whole world,” Kaylee
said.

“He’s not my match. He’ll be back.”

“Oh, you think so?”

“I know so. Did you see that price tag on the
back of that album?”

“Yes. So?”

“It was a two dollar tag…from Vintage Records
and Tapes over on Third Street.”

“So? Two bucks? Sounds like you finally hit
the big time.”

“Vintage just opened up a month or two ago.
If his mother asked him to obtain an autograph on her personal
album, then her nostalgic streak doesn’t run very deep. My guess is
that he bought that record himself.”

“You think?”

“I do.”

“Then why did he buy it? Did he just want to
meet you in person? He could have done that any time.”

“He wanted more than that. He wanted to meet
me and see if I was legit. He was sizing me up. The album signing
was just a cover.”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

“I’m serious. Next, he’ll check out the band
and see if it’s for real.”

“We’ll see.”

The football season had been over for a
month, and the marching band didn’t participate in any post-season
band competitions, not this year anyway. That wasn’t unusual
though. Bob Harmon wasn’t big on those events either. Taylor was
still around working his magic on his keyboard. This time, however,
the keyboard belonged to a computer rather than a piano. Oh, he
still did some work with individual band members interested in
furthering their music careers. Taylor would also hold court in the
band room every day after school. Even though he had no assigned
tasks at that point, he was there regardless. He figured the more
he could reach the students, the greater his chance of winning over
the school populous.

“Word of mouth has sold more cars than all of
the television ads combined,” he used to say.

Taylor decided to implement my suggestion of
trying to win the students over by relating his experiences from
the ‘old days’ of playing on the road, and despite his skepticism,
he did a pretty fair job. His ‘court’ grew appreciably with each
passing day. Taylor finally realized that the sixties and early
seventies were periods that will never be again, and the students,
even those not interested in joining the band, were dying to hear
this senior citizen tell of the days when he was roughly their age.
Taylor figured that he didn’t have anything to lose, so he did his
best to keep it clean. That was a task in and of itself.

When Taylor began these ‘fireside chats,’ as
I called them, he decided to begin at the top, then let the
conversation work its way to the bottom. “That’s how we all get to
know one another,” he said.

“Okay, first of all, when I went here to
Hamilton High, my name was actually Ross Taylor.”

“Why did you change it to Taylor Ross? Were
you bored?”

“Good line…for a ten year old. No, actually I
changed it because early on because while doing a concert in the
park in San Fran, someone shouted from the crowd during one of my
long, drawn out drum solos, “Taylor rocks!” Well, in my state, I
thought someone was shouting ‘Taylor Ross.’ Later on, someone clued
me in on the correct phrasing, so I kind of adopted it as my
handle–Taylor Ross, Taylor Rocks. I had it legally changed a few
years later…I think. It was the sixties you know, so I’m not real
sure at this point. That’s funny. Hmm.”

Then there was the one day while holding a
B.S. session with fifteen to twenty students, Taylor suddenly lost
control of the meeting. No, nothing physical or major went on, but
the students took over and became the talkers rather than the
listeners. Apparently, several of the students boned up on their
sixties and seventies rock-and-roll trivia, and decided to put
Taylor to the test. I guess they wanted to see if he was for real
or not. That was a good sign, for they were trying to see where
Taylor was worth trusting.

“Taylor, who was your favorite drummer…other
than yourself?” The question brought the predicted laughter.

“Well, I’ve known all of the best. I knew Ian
Paice. Do any of you know who he was?”

“He was with Deep Purple, wasn’t he?”

“Very good. How about Stewart Copeland? Do
any of you recall hearing his name?”

“The Police,” shouted two or three
students.

“Wow, how old are you folks?” There was
laughter. “And of course the great Ginger Baker of Cream. Man, you
talk about a diverse percussionist. And smooth…”

“Who did you hang out with, I mean, other
than the other ‘lads’?”

“Lads. Don’t get me started on those guys.
But speaking of The Beatles, I actually liked Ringo Starr. He
certainly wasn’t the best drummer in the land, but he was a bona
fide success story. He only had a few years of real experience
under his belt when he joined The Beatles, and his early stuff was
basically all cymbal, but he eventually developed into a real fine
drummer. He could carry a beat.”

“So Ringo was your favorite?”

“Oh, hell no. I only met him once or twice,
and bumped into him a handful of other times. Now Steven Tyler and
me were buds. He wasn’t a drummer, but we had some great times
together.”

“Partied hardy, huh?”

Taylor just smiled. “We had some good times
together.”

“What was your band like?

“We were a rag-tag thrown together bunch. We
weren’t a classic rock band, per se. We had a bit of an edge to our
music. Starting out, I was the only one without any real big time
experience. Rounding out the cast, there was Red…”

“And Sonny, Charlie Hodges, and the Colonel?”
asked one of the class clowns. “No, but like I told some of you a
while back, I did meet Elvis. I didn’t like him, mind you, and I
don’t think he liked us too much.” They all laughed. “At that point
of his career, he was no longer about the music. Elvis was about
Elvis.”

“Wow, did you hang out with him any?”

“No, not a lot. Those of us in Vulture didn’t
really fit in with The King and his court, if you know what I mean.
I think Elvis thought we were bit too crude for his taste–a bunch
of bangers, I think he once referred to us. And that, coming from a
man who used to eat peanut butter and banana sandwiches.”

“Eww,” replied the one girl.

“I can only assume he believed that our blue
jeans just didn’t mix well with his blue suede shoes.”

“Anyway, like I said, there
was Red, or Ernie Huber, John Winston, or J. Dub as we used to call
him, and I emphasize used
to call him, God rest his soul.”

“Did he die?”

“Yes, about ten to fifteen
years ago. He originally came to us after doing some studio work
with a British band called The Magic
Lanterns back in the early to mid sixties.
He was considered the worldly one because he had traveled overseas
to work with that group. Most of us felt lucky to be in San
Francisco. I did see a lot of the country on the way out,
though.”

“You eventually spent some
time in Great Britain, I take it?” asked Gordon, one of the more
studious members of the woodwind section.

“Correct you are. You know, early on I used
to envy John for his travels. Later, after Vulture became
established, we all went over there, England that is, for the
summer. Yep, in sixty-eight, The Beatles traveled to India, and to
fill the void, we landed in jolly ol’ England. Anyway, we met up
with the members of a rock group called The Yardbirds while
beginning our tour of Europe that summer. I don’t know if any of
you have heard of them or not. As it was, they were in the final
days of their existence. They put out some pretty good music in
their day though. Robert Plant was one of their lead singers. He
went on to perform with Led Zeppelin. And that was a coincidence,
because I guess you could say that we eventually became friendly
rivals with Led Zep, even though that’s about the only time we
really got together. Anyway, The Yardbirds and the members of
Vulture thought of cutting a single together in their studio one
night, but I guess we were a bit too wasted for it to sound up to
snuff. When you wake up and find someone else sleeping in your
shoes, you begin to realize that it’s time to tone it down a bit.
Needless to say, we shelved that idea. Could you imagine if we’d
pulled that one off though?”

“Do you miss John?”

“John? Well, I think of him occasionally,
although not as much as I once did. Time has a way of doing that.
John and I had our disagreements, God knows. But you know, I always
felt a little sorry for him. He was basically a good guy, but I
guess you could say that he collapsed under the weight of his own
genius. You know, his brain was so heavily weighted on the creative
side that it left little room for anything else, let alone common
sense.”

“What happened to him?”

“John got all messed up on heroin for a
while. That destroyed his spirit within the band, not to mention
himself, and that’s when I took over and really made things take
off for us. That caused some resentment around Vulture because I
basically resurrected a floundering group, and some people began
referring to us as Taylor Ross and his band. It was a team effort
to be sure, but someone had to take charge, you know? But I guess
it’s true what they say; ‘don’t let a good deed go
unpunished.’”

“Anyway, what got John clean was that one
time when he went to cook up some of his stuff in a spoon, he was
so messed up that that he didn’t realize that he had picked up a
plastic picnic spoon. Well, it caught fire and ended up dripping
that hot melted plastic on his hand and leg. Not being in his right
mind, I guess he thought the melting spoon was just a manifestation
of his warped mind, until he noticed that his pants leg was on
fire. Once he finally calmed down and got his stuff together, he
figured that he probably looked the part of a fool and ended up
with a pretty burned hand and leg to boot. He was really messed up.
That must have scared him straight because after a stint in the
hospital to treat his burns, he was actually clean as a whistle for
the last handful of years of his life as far as I know.”

“Is that how you remember him, a heroin
addict?”

“Oh hell, no. John was the king of the
double-necked guitar. I used to laugh at that instrument saying
that John was just too lazy to play a standard six string the way
it was supposed to be played, so he added a neck and tuned it
differently to hit those difficult notes easier. It had nothing to
do with the production of a different sound, even though that was
the true intention of that innovation. I remember him for all of
his quirks.”

“What about the rest of your
members? Are they all dead too?”

“Not as far as I know. Red Huber is still
around, I think. He was basically a studio musician, so maybe
that’s what he’s still doing. Pops Dixon, the oldest amongst us,
played in several bands before naming us The Screeching Vultures,
as we were known for about one gig, then just Vulture. We sucked as
the Screaming Vultures and figured that it had to be our name that
caused our poor performance.” The students all laughed.

“Pops was our Mick Jagger, if you will;
strictly vocals. I think his guitar was more for show than anything
else. Finally, there was our bassist ‘Clueless’ Joe Paxton. We
always used to say, ‘He must have been clueless, otherwise he
wouldn’t have ended up a bassist.’”

“So you all had nicknames?”

“Well of course.”

“What was yours?”

“Like I said, I was Taylor Rocks.”

“Did you hook up with any of the
roadies?”

Taylor just stared at the girl. “Um, I think
you mean ‘groupies.’ The roadies were the dudes who set up our
stage.” Everyone began to laugh. “The answer is no.”

“Okay,” she yelled, “groupies then. Did you
ever hook up with any of them?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“An honest one.”

“And a personal one as well. They were
around. I mean,” he said, trying to find a delicate way of
explaining something that wasn’t anyone else’s business, “you know,
I mean, if that’s what you were looking for, well, then it was
there. Not me, however,” he said with his hand across his heart in
a demonstration of his mock sincerity. “I was an angel.”

“Not even a special someone?” asked Courtney,
a junior flutist.

Taylor sat for a moment. No one said a thing,
for they were waiting to hear what he was about to divulge. Their
anticipation was rewarded.

“Anyone of you heard of a singer named Janis
Joplin?”

“Wow,” was the buzz around the room. “You
dated her?”

“Yeah, a little bit, but nothing
earth-shattering to speak of there.”

“She was wild, from what I’ve heard. Were you
two lovers?” That question brought a roar from the students.

“Courtney!” shouted one of the other girls
from the back.

“Well, you don’t know unless you ask.”

“It’s none of your business. Anyway, it’s
getting late. It’s time for me to head out, and for all of you all
to scoot. See you all tomorrow.”

Taylor bailed, more so
because he was covering up the fact that there was more to the Janis Joplin story
than he was willing to divulge. You see, though contacts, Taylor
got to know Chuck Jones, the drummer for Big Brother and the
Holding Company. Big Brother was Janis Joplin’s band at that time.
Anyway, Chuck introduced Taylor to Janis, and he was smitten right
away. There was an age difference between the two, as he was barely
twenty while she was a ‘mature’ twenty-six. That was a pretty wide
gap considering that she was so much worldlier than most people at
that age. And she had become an old pro within the business, not to
mention that she was quite seasoned as far as her love life went.
In comparison, Taylor had barely scratched the surface.

By that time, Joplin, it was rumored, was
addicted to heroin, allegedly shooting at least two hundred dollars
worth of the stuff every day. Taylor was no match for that. Oh, he
thought he knew more than he actually did and could keep up, but in
reality, Taylor was little more than a ‘plaything’ for Ms. Joplin.
I’m not sure what he initially hoped to accomplish with her. Maybe
he was looking for a mother figure. But through it all, a good time
was a good time.

Unfortunately for Taylor, this was only the
beginning of his fascination with achieving the unobtainable when
it came to his love relationships. After his experience with his
mother, and the way she demonstrated little in the way of love and
affection during his formative years, Taylor just couldn’t see
settling for anything but the best. He had paid the price, he once
said.

As football season became a distant memory,
and shortly thereafter replaced by hoops, I suggested that Taylor
and I take in a game. Like football, it had been decades since
Taylor had attended a basketball game.

It was a full house, as the Big Blue rarely
had trouble attracting fans. There was a long-standing winning
tradition for the home team, one that even trumped football.

As we entered the gymnasium, the memories
came flooding back to me, as it was déjà vu all over again, as the
old saying goes. It seemed like only yesterday that Taylor and I
walked through the same double doors on a given Friday night. The
cheers had been updated a bit, but they conveyed a similar message;
massacre the opponent, but in a sportsman-like way. It was a
flashback to yesteryear, as one couldn’t help but notice that the
identical humid, sweat-sock aroma from years gone by still filled
the air, and I noted that modern day basketball shoes still made
that high-pitched chirp, identical to their latter day
counterparts. Back in the day, Taylor and I would worm our way up
towards the top of the bleachers, yell at our friends to join us,
then make plans for after the game. Rarely were those plans
aboveboard, if I recall correctly. Such is the life of a high
schooler.

Some things never change, I mused, as Taylor
and I made our way up through the clutter of aisle-littering legs,
sneakers, and handbags in search of a couple of seats three-fourths
of the way up the bleachers.

The fifteen or so band members played their
background music as the two teams warmed up, then they got a bit
racy, at least for a high school band. They struck up the theme
song for Budweiser Beer to the delight of the student body.

“How the hell are they getting away with
that?” Taylor asked. “I know it’s been a while, but I find it
difficult to believe that a teacher would allow their band to even
practice that. Who runs the pep band here anyway?”

“No one.”

“No one? I beg your pardon.”

“No one. They’re not an
official school-sponsored band. These guys have thrown together
their own student-run band for over ten years. After a school levy
failed back in the mid-nineties, one of the things they eliminated
was the pep band leader. I believe the man’s name was Gustafson or
something like that. Anyway, the game seemed to be lacking
something, so a group of students got together and formed their own
band. I remember their battle cry was something like, ‘We don’t
need no stinkin’ leader,’ sounding reminiscent of the often
misquoted line from The Treasure of the
Sierra Madre. They do a pretty good job
though.”

“Darned right they do. I’m going to speak
with them at halftime.”

“They’ll blow you off. They like their
autonomy.”

Well, the half rolled around with Hamilton up
by eight, and after the band finished their two spirited numbers,
they got up to leave. Taylor intercepted them at the bottom of the
bleachers and followed them out into the hallway.

“Hey guys, Taylor Ross,” he said while
extending his hand.

“Yeah, we know who you are. We were at the
assembly a while back. You’re pretty good.”

“Pretty good?”

“Yeah. Your beat is a bit antiquated, if I
may say,” remarked one of the members.

“Well, be that as it may, I was hoping that I
could interest you all in joining the marching band.

“Naw,” came the answer in unison.

“Oh come on, guys. You all are pretty darn
good. Put some structure in your music. After high school, you’ll
be able to earn a little money with it.”

“I already do,” remarked the drummer.

“Well there you go. The rest of you could do
the same thing. Maybe even get a music scholarship.” The mob still
wasn’t convinced. “A scholarship beats having to go out and work a
job for money, take out a tuition loan, or beg your parents to foot
the bill.” That turned a few heads. There was a silence.

“Maybe. You’ll guarantee me a
scholarship?”

”I can’t guarantee you that. Neither can
anyone else. But this is the only path to those means. Plus, with
your experience, you might be able to show those with less musical
knowledge how it’s done. How about it?”

“Maybe. When do you have to know?”

”No particular time. We begin practice in
earnest right after school lets out in early June. Until then, feel
free to drop by the music room. I’ll be there.”

Taylor felt as if he had made some excellent
headway in attracting some new talent to the band. He knew he still
had a long way to go if he intended to hit his goal. He also knew
it would take time. He wasn’t sure how much of that he had
left.

It was mid November, and when he was
occupying his little corner of the office, Kaylee walked in.

“Hey man, I think I managed to get most of
the folks from the basketball pep band to consider joining the
marching band. That’s something.”

“That’s cool. That will certainly help the
cause. So you’re staying, I take it.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I take it you’re staying. You’re still here
and the season is long over. You’re still recruiting.”

“I made a promise to these kids. I intend to
give it my best shot.”

“I see. So, what do you have going on for the
holidays? Will you be heading back home to California?”

Well, I don’t really have a home there. I
have a house, but no family to speak of. I’ll probably just hang
around here.”

“No family? None?”

“Nope. The term ‘family’ to me refers to a
God-created spiritual experiment that went bad.”

“Oh, that’s terrible to think about the
cornerstone of civilization that way.”

“The headstone, you mean.”

“Okay, let me ask you; without family, where
would we be? Where would you be?”

“A hell of a lot better off, as far as I’m
concerned.”

“That’s shocking to hear you say that. You’re
obviously a very bitter man.”

“Oh, you think? Walk a mile in my shoes,
lady.”

“You’re heading towards sixty years old, for
God’s sake. That resentment you’re feeling has to be getting a bit
old. Haven’t you ever heard of forgiveness? God forgives sins far
greater than a botched childhood.”

“I’m not God. I actually thought about
running for the position until I found out it had already been
filled. I am who I am.”

“Such a sarcastic idiot.”

“Where the hell are you heading for the
holidays, the Walton’s?”

“Pretty close. I have some relatives in New
England that I’ve been meaning to see. I’ve been asked to head up
there.”

“I’ll probably just hang around the
apartment, catch up on my reading, surf the net and the like.”

“I see. I’m really looking forward to
visiting New England this year. I’d like to be there when it snows.
It’s supposed to, and I’ve never experienced a white Thanksgiving
before, but…”

“But?”

“You know, I’ve always wanted to bake a
turkey in my own place, but those things are so darn big that I’d
have so much left over.”

“Uh huh.”

Kaylee looked a bit agitated. Something was
troubling her. She shifted in her chair, then took a deep breath.
“Um Taylor–oh boy, I’m really going out on a limb here,” she said
with a big sigh. “Um, would you like to come over to my place for
Thanksgiving dinner?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No, it’s a legitimate offer. You could watch
the game on television…”

“I don’t really get into football. I barely
tolerate it when I’m running the band on Friday night.”

“Okay then, I could record the Rose Bowl
parade, or whatever. That way, you could criticize the bands.”

The Rose Bowl parade is on New Year's. You’re
thinking of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.”

“Whatever! Is it a date?”

“A date?”

“Poor choice of words. Do you want to come to
dinner or not?”

“Man, you must be pretty desperate to ask
me.”

“Okay look, forget it.”

“Hell no, I’m not going to forget it. You
offered and I accept. I’ll be there. What time?”

After a long look, she replied, “How about
five-thirty?”

“I’ll be there or be square.”

“Oh, why do I think this is going to be a
disaster?” Kaylee asked out loud. Taylor just laughed.

“You’re stuck with me now, chickey-poo!”

After that meeting, Taylor went home to his
dark apartment. The closer it got to the holidays, the earlier the
sun faded from view. That’s just the way it is. Heading towards one
of the most enjoyable and celebrated times of year can also be one
of the most depressing times of year with the darkness and cold
settling in all around.

It was a little after five o’clock when
Taylor arrived home. He entered the living room, took a seat on the
couch, and began staring at nothing in particular. I think that the
depressing part of the season was making its presence felt. It was
dark, cold, and Taylor did little with his time other than work; he
always worked. In the past, he was used to the warmer Southern
California weather, even at this time of year, and spending his day
lounging around his Rockwood estate, as he called it.

There was only one light on, the one in the
foyer, and Taylor had yet to switch on the end table light. He gave
a fleeting glance at the newspaper, but giving it a serious read
proved to be too much of a task under the given circumstances. He
glimpsed over at the clock, then, as if inspired, reached over and
picked up the phone. He dialed ten digits, then waited for an
answer. He received one, and he knew he would, because even at the
local hour, California was three hours behind us.

“Yeah, Jerry. Taylor Ross. Yeah, it has been
a long time. Me, just hanging out. Yeah, I’m feeling a lot better
too. Thanks. Yep, clear as a bell. Not bad for an old man. Yeah, I
know there’s no work. I’m not calling about that. I need a favor. I
need you to check on the house for me. Yes, I’ll pay you, for God’s
sake–usual rate. I’m out in Ohio right now and might be for some
time.”
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