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Introduction

The novel Deep Blue
originated from the novelette by the same name published in an
anthology titled Strange Attraction. In
Strange Attraction, all the stories were
inspired by the “Kinetic” Art of Lisa Snelling, each author
choosing one of the characters on an intricately detailed Ferris
wheel sculpture. I chose a harlequin, hanging by a noose from the
bottom of one of the Ferris wheels seats. I took the image, made it
the wallpaper on my computer, printed it out and carried it around
with me, and let it sink in. I could have written any number of
stories that would have sufficed, but somehow I knew there would be
more to this work, and so I waited.

The publishers of the anthology, Vince and
Leslie Harper, invited me to have dinner with them one night when
my job took me to Washington DC. We met for Mexican food and went
together to see the movie Pi which, at the time, was newly
released. On the way to meet the Harpers, I walked down into a
shadowed subway, and I was assaulted by some of the most haunting
saxophone music I’ve ever heard. It bordered the blues, walked down
old jazz roads, and I never saw the musician. That set the mood for
what was to come.

I reached the restaurant without further
incident, and we spent a pleasant hour scalding mouths and stomachs
with jalapeños and washing them
down with beer. Then came the movie. I won’t go into detail about
Pi, but I’ll say it’s a black and white film, very surreal,
filled with symbolism, and it left me visually and emotionally
stunned. I parted company with Vince and his wife, found my way
back to the subway and my hotel, and called it a night.

The next day, a friend of mine and I set out
to visit the Holocaust Museum. I have always wanted to see it, but
I was not prepared for the intensity of the images, the displays,
and the words I would find in that short hour visit. I purchased a
book of poetry written by the victims, and left with so much
bottled up inside from those two days that I thought it would be
the end of my sanity.

That night, I started to write. I started to
write about The Blues, and how deep they might really get. I wrote
about pain, not my pain, but the pain bottled up inside the world,
as the pain had been bottled up inside me, and I wrote a way out.
That was Brandt, his guitar, and his blues. The story, like the
pain, refused to be bottled up in just the few lines of that
novelette, and so I released it into the novel you now hold.

Everyone comes to their crossroads eventually
– the defining moment of life. As Old Wally, one of the novel’s
main characters tells us – “Crossroads, or the crosshairs.” Forward
or back, but you can’t stay stagnant – that way lies madness. I
give you . . . Deep Blue.

 



CHAPTER ONE: The Fool

The lights flickered on. The stage, moments
before a dark world of surreal sound and chord-soaked images,
became a snarl of patched cables, scuffed speaker cabinets, and
half-assembled equipment. No one spoke to Brandt as he passed,
white makeup blurred with dark lines from the black that lined his
eyes and lips, a melting harlequin image of angst and insecurity.
He had his guitar case in one hand and his escort for the night,
Jose Cuervo, clutched tightly in the other. The doors would close
in thirty minutes. No leeway. Sid paid well enough, and he did
right by the band, but at closing time he wanted everyone, and
everything, out the door.

One of the waitresses, Katrina, let Brandt
out the door, leaning to whisper as her enamel-tipped fingers
worked the ponderous deadbolt. “You look like a fucking dead
clown.”

Brandt brushed past her, his shoulder sliding
against her breast as he slipped into the night and turned down the
road toward his apartment. He walked away slowly, not even thinking
about looking for his car. No way he was driving. The guitar case
slapped comfortably against his leg as he walked, taking his mind
off the last set. Too much tequila. Too much apathy. Summed up in
two words: too much. He’d forgotten the words to a song he’d
written himself, repeated the previous verse and mixed that up with
the chorus. No one had noticed. He thought maybe Shaver had caught
it, just before launching into the solo, but he couldn’t be sure.
The audience didn’t give a fuck what they played. Shaver only lived
for the solo. Hard facts, but true.

Brandt thought about that for a long moment.
He tipped the tequila bottle up, took a slug, and capped it again,
moving off down the street. “Fuck them,” he said out loud. “Fuck
them all.”

The streets were empty. The soft glow of
street lamps pooled on the deserted roads, making each intersection
a glowing oasis, and Brandt walked from one to the next, the
tequila forgotten, words and music swimming through his mind. He
hated nights like this. He hated the empty, nothing feeling of
leaving a bar after a show where no one, not even the band, had
cared. Nothing. Empty. He hated being alone and drunk. He hated the
thought of his cave-like, nowhere apartment with the fading paint
on the walls and electricity that only worked half the time. It
reminded him too much of his father’s home, and his father’s life.
It reminded him that no matter how many dreams he’d had, he was
living in the image of his creator, minus the beer gut and the
attitude.

His last private moment with a woman had been
the landlady screaming about rent he wouldn’t earn at all unless
the nights got better than this one. More of the family scrapbook
tossed in his face as the old bitch’s features had melted to his
mother’s, the voice growing yet another octave more shrill,
piercing his heart and his gut. Different voice, same message.
Loser. Nobody. No future. Another swig of tequila, and he turned
the corner to his block.

His building was one of many. Too many, all
the same, layer upon layer of box apartments with doors only
different because they bore separate numbers. Tiny worlds, each
bleak and lonely, cut off from the others by walls too thin to
block sound and too crumbled to hold paintings or coat hooks.

Brandt stumbled up the stairs, nearly fell,
then recovered his balance just in time to keep from banging the
guitar case on the dirty steps. The tequila bottle struck concrete
with a loud clink and he cursed. Lurching up the final three
steps, he leaned into the door and reached into his pocket for his
keys. Nothing. He patted the tight denim, cursed, and shifted,
letting the guitar come to rest at his feet and trading the Cuervo
to his opposite hand. The other pocket was empty as well.

“Fuck!” he said, leaning hard into the
door, his head cracking painfully into the wood and leaving a dirty
white smudge. He leaned there, eyes closed tightly, blinking
against the sudden attack of vertigo that assaulted his senses. The
car. The keys had to be in the fucking car that he was too
fucking drunk to drive, or even find. No keys, no door, and he
wasn’t about to wake that old bitch and tell her. She’d leave him
on the street. She was ready to put him there anyway.

Brandt leaned for a moment longer, breathing
slowly. Sometime in the soft void of that moment, sometime between
thought and darkness and thought again, the sound started. It was
hypnotic, dragging at his heart first and tugging his ears into
service for the translation.

Music. It was the crisp, clear voice of a
harmonica, floating to him through the stillness of the late-night
streets.

He listened, then pushed off from the wall,
trying to orient himself. Shaking his head, he considered taking
another swig of tequila, thought better of it, and turned. He
couldn’t get in, and he couldn’t stay on the stairs, either. Might
as well find out where that music was coming from.

Brandt hit the street once more, turning the
opposite of the way he’d come. The music seeped out from the darker
depths of the city. Not safe there, he knew. Not safe walking back
for his car and chancing his alcohol-soaked mind to the streets, or
the police, either. He stumbled ahead, letting the music lead him
and blanking out everything else. It was beautiful, but sad beyond
anything he could remember hearing, or experiencing. Tears welled
in the corners of his eyes and he brushed at them, smacking himself
painfully in the head with the tequila bottle and cursing
softly.

He didn’t recognize the tune, but it was
blues, pure and sweet, blues so soul-deep that the voice of the
instrument spoke in the place of a man’s lips. The way it was
supposed to be. The way he wanted to feel when he played. The way
he felt when he kicked back, closed his eyes, and listened to T.
Bone Walker, or Robert Johnson, or Billie Holliday. The way the
blues had not been played in so long they seemed banished to some
fantasy realm that never was, the recordings elaborate hoaxes,
mocking him with things beyond his reach. Hot tears welled suddenly
in the corners of his eyes. He ignored them. He knew they would run
down, trickling trails through his ruined makeup, but he didn’t
care.

Brandt hummed the melody, trying to commit it
to memory. He knew the classics. He knew the old masters. He did
not know this song. It was intricate, dripping with simplicity that
was belied by quarter-tones and shivering trills of sound that
walked the tightrope between notes, hinted of notes that were
missing, between the C Sharps and D Minors.

Ahead an alley opened to his left. He knew
the place. It had once been a packing dock for a shipping company,
long since gone to ruin. Brandt stopped. He did not want to think
about that alley, had thought far too much about it already. A
shiver transited his spine and he blinked once, unscrewing the lid
of the tequila bottle and taking a long swallow.

The homeless gathered in that alley. He saw
the flicker of trashcan firelight winking and shimmering from the
darkened entrance. The music drew him, but his fears held him back.
Stalemate. Brandt could see himself in that alley. He could see the
downward spiral of his life spinning him into it like a giant
drain.

As he slowly screwed the lid onto the
tequila, he noticed for the first time that there was a huddled
figure seated at the entrance. He tried to pierce the gloom and
make out details, but he was still too far away, nearly a block.
Breathing deeply, he stepped forward again, gripping both guitar
and tequila as if they were talismans of protection.

It was a woman, old and cloaked in layer upon
layer of tattered clothing. Spread out on the ground before her was
a semi-circle of cards. Tarot. Brandt knew little of the brightly
colored images, but he’d seen them often enough to know what they
were. As he entered the mouth of the alley, he glanced down, and
she suddenly raised her gaze to hold his, trapping him in the
depths of yellowed, rheumy eyes. The music was louder now,
captivating. The tune had changed, sweeping up and down minor
scales, each note lingering, blurring into the next.

The woman did not speak, but held out the
deck to Brandt, her mouth opening slowly in a toothless grin. He
stared at her for a long time, not noticing the cards. He stared
until he realized what he was doing, then turned, embarrassed, face
flushed with tequila and shame, and staggered into the alley.

“Crazy old bitch,” he
muttered.

The alley was a chiaroscuro wash of shadows,
contrasted against the backdrop of trashcan fires, their dancing
flames too dim to clarify those gathered around them. Brandt
studied the darkened doorways and alcoves, but there was no sign of
the musician. Brandt cocked his head to one side, listening. The
notes were no less clear, but neither did they help him to narrow
his search. The tequila wasn’t helping either. He narrowed his
eyes, swept his gaze over the alley a final time, and lurched
toward the wall of a nearby building.

There were no fires too near, no
future-of-the-nowhere-musician wraiths to beg or harass him. He
spun, leaned against the dirty brick, and slid down to the ground
with a soft thud. Somehow he managed to hold the bottle up so it
didn’t smash on the ground, and the guitar case so his instrument
wouldn’t crack or break. His ass was less fortunate, but the Cuervo
numbed the pain.

Without hesitation, he slid the guitar case
to his side, unhooked the clasps, and opened the lid. The polished
wood glowed dimly in the flickering orange light. Brandt stared at
the instrument for a long time. He wanted to play. He wanted to
play so badly his fingers itched and his mind whirled. The whirling
was too much tequila and not enough inspiration. Then he heard the
harmonica again, really heard it, and his hand slipped down to grip
the neck of the guitar. He pulled it free of the case, letting it
rest gently and comfortably on his leg, and listened carefully to
the melody of the lone harpist. Brandt might not be able to find
the man, but he could hear. He could feel.

He remembered the barmaid’s words: You
look like a dead clown. He thought of Shaver’s comment on his
newest version of the makeup he’d worn since his first performance.
It set him apart, erected a wall between Brandt and the band. They
did not join the “show,” or condone it. He could play, write, and
sing, so they let him be.

“It’s all such a drama to you,” Shaver
had said, watching him apply the white-face and the rouge, the
exaggerated eyes, lined in pain and outlined in deeper black than
the shadowy depths of the bar’s corners. “That shit went out with
KISS.”

Brandt reached up gently, slowly tracing a
nail through the smeared makeup. Drama. Shaver had no idea.
Brandt’s fingers slid to the strings gently. His eyes closed. He
let his mind slide as well, let it slip to darkness, to thoughts of
his bills, his landlady, anything to bring him down to those notes.
He felt his fingers twitch, reaching for the strings. He held them
back. So deep.

He wanted to blend with that sound, to feel
the notes flow up and through him. He couldn’t bring himself to
try. Though the desire to play was a physical ache so powerful it
nearly doubled him over, something even the tequila had failed to
do, he held his fingers still. Heart thudding a dull rhythm in his
chest, he stared into the darkness, listening, as the tears flooded
his eyes and washed down his cheeks again. He couldn’t fucking
play.

The sound took him back, months back. The
band had been on a rare road trip to the edge of town, opening for
some skin-head local noise-mongers with a following and an
attitude. The set ended early. Synthia had been drunker than Brandt
himself, for a change, and had not been ready to call it a night.
Somehow her wobbly enthusiasm and half a hit of acid had brought
them further still from the center of the city, to the fringes of a
small carnival. The Ferris wheel had been so short it seemed a toy,
and the booths were lined with the seediest of the seedy. Lost men
and women, boys and girls, eyes vacant of humanity and burning with
a hunger that only the laughter, money, and dreams of the
uninitiated could sate.

Syn had been oblivious to it all. She’d
dragged Brandt, her small hand gripping his wrist, from booth to
booth, through the fun house and its mirrors. Long faces and short
bodies, endless legs and his mind traveling the length of her ‘til
they spun out and away again, ending in front of an old tent. The
doors to that tent flapped loudly in the stiff breeze. The sign
said simply, “Fortunes.”

They’d stood there a long moment, and then
Syn had lurched forward. Inside was a single table, a crystal ball
resting on wooden feet in the center. Syn had approached it
fearlessly, dragging Brandt like a faulty anchor. With a quick
motion she’d spun him before her and pressed him into the chair,
leaning over his shoulder gently, her lips so close to his ear as
she whispered that he felt her hot breath, felt little sizzles of
energy as the LSD sparkled through his senses.

“Find out the future, Brandt. Find out
how famous we will be. Find out if you get lucky tonight.” Her
tongue had traced his ear then, and Brandt looked up.

There was an old woman seated across from him
that Brandt hadn’t noticed when they’d entered. She was cloaked in
dark colors and slumped in her chair, eyes hidden by the deep folds
of her robe. All Brandt remembered were those deep, piercing eyes.
And the card. The woman had long, slender fingers, bony and
blue-veined. Her nails were too long, curled under and yellowed.
She had flipped the card, a single card, before a word was spoken.
Before Brandt could protest that he did not want a reading, before
Syn could cajole him into it, before reality could truly solidify
in any real way, the fingers flipped, and the card turned.

The Fool. Inverted. Head down to the ground
and ass to the stars. Brandt had stared, mesmerized. White-faced
clown, idiot-savant, stepping into the void, long-fanged dog
dangling from its grip on the fool’s ass—and the cliff. Forever.
Everything and nothing, cost and lost in a single false, clueless
step.

He’d staggered to his feet, turned to the
door and fallen, Syn’s hand on his shoulder. That had been all it
took, that slight imbalance. He remembered her cursing, his feet
tangling and the ground rising much too quickly as he threw his
hands out in a futile gesture of denial. His chin had connected
with moist earth, his eyes flashing with the strobed images of The
Fool, and the ground, spilled drinks, and flecks of cotton candy
filling his vision. He’d crawled forward, trying to drag himself
free of the crackling grip of the visions, the melting images of
reality and the sudden pounding of pain in his head that threatened
to cancel consciousness absolutely.

One hand at a time, fingers gripping the dirt
and dragging him forward, he’d moved from the tent and rolled to
his back, closing his eyes to clear his thoughts. Syn was over him
in seconds, face too close, voice too loud, and slender fingers
slapping him sharply on the cheek. She’d spoken to him, but her
words were slurred, lengthening impossibly and blurring to
incomprehensible noise. He didn’t know if it was his mind, or hers,
that was snapping.

Brandt had opened his eyes then, and seen it.
Far above him, looming like a monstrous insect. The Ferris wheel,
so small and insignificant as they’d approached the carnival,
loomed immensely, the image so powerful that it nearly stole his
breath. Brandt had watched, mesmerized. Horrified. His angle
allowed a clear view of the bottoms of the seats as they spun
down—feet, legs, and then faces. He’d watched, and again, Syn’s
hand cracking into his cheek, leaving white-to-red splotched images
of her touch as the odd, disjointed music of the carnival played in
the background. The wheel had spun, and Brandt had seen the image
clearly: the noose, dangling from the framework, and The Fool,
dangling from the end in a St. Vitus Dance to oblivion.

Then it was gone, so many shadows, spinning
up and away with the motion of the wheel, and spirits, LSD, and
noise. He remembered Syn helping him clumsily to his feet, scolding
him for being a “weird fuck,” and the staggering return trip to the
streets, to a dirty taxi neither of them could afford, and home,
the images replaying relentlessly in his mind.

Brandt shook his head and the alley came into
focus. Shadows shifted, emptied of nothingness to be filled with
slowly moving figures, bright-eyed wraiths shuffling from the
darkened corners, a single unit of disjointed members. There was no
threat in their approach. As they drew nearer, Brandt was able to
make out the central figure through the glistening salt-haloed
lenses of his tears.

Darker than the others, arms elbow-bent and
pressing the harp to his lips, the man stopped directly in front of
Brandt. An old black man, his hair the gray of dark thread dipped
in white paint, eyes not quite white any more, and glittering with
captured firelight flickers. No words, necessary or offered. Music,
and Brandt could not move, did not want to, and the tears flowed in
a constant stream.

The notes flowed free and clean and when they
stopped, they echoed through Brandt’s mind. Brandt closed his eyes
then, ignoring those who had gathered, guitar death-grip-clutched
in straining fingers gone white from the effort of not failing. He
wanted to memorize the melody. He wanted to make the notes his own,
take them and dissect the pattern, find a way to bend
fingers/mind/soul to that deep sadness. They leaked through him and
away, soaking into the grimy concrete floor of the alley and
ringing in his ears, half-faded remnant of unrequited
dreamsong.

The alley slipped away again. Brandt was
sitting in a room, clutching the guitar, a guitar, too fat somehow
and clumsy. It was his old room, his fucking room in that nowhere
life he’d left to launch a nowhere life of his own. He could hear
Hank Williams Sr. wailing on the eight-track in the next room,
could hear the lumbering thunder of his father’s snores, punctuated
now and then by the soft glass-clink of his mother’s wine bottle
dipping again to fill her glass.

The guitar was a cheap, rough acoustic with
the logo Harmony at the top of the neck. He had to press his
fingers impossibly hard to bring the strings to the frets, and he
frowned, concentrating through the pain. Hank was calling to him,
calling from a far away pain and sorrow, reaching out with
soft-twanging heart-notes, but Brandt couldn’t quite concentrate
through the other sounds. He frowned, pressing the strings harder,
as if the physical effort could erase the empty clink of
glass and the crash as his mother stumbled into a wall, cursing. He
heard his father’s even, labored breathing hesitate . . . glitch .
. . and rumble. Then the snoring stopped, and there was a dead
silence.

Brandt gripped the guitar so tightly his
fingers grew white with the effort and he turned from the door. He
didn’t want to think of his mother retreating to him, hoping for a
reprieve from something Brandt could not save her from. He didn’t
want to think about his father, bursting through the door after
her, turning to Brandt because at least Brandt still felt the
blows, still screamed when slapped. He didn’t want to think at all.
His gaze locked to the twin clown portraits on his wall. Sad
attempts at decoration, at parenthood. Deep-eyed guardians,
impotent and leering, white faces glowing softly in the dim light
of his bedside lamp.

Brandt shook free, so violently his head
cracked back into the brick wall, and the images shattered, Hank
Williams’ bittersweet voice melting to the soft hiss of traffic
beyond the alley. Brandt raised his eyes.

The old man squatted directly in front of
him, head cocked to the side like an inquisitive dog, examining
something intriguing. Brandt blinked and sat up slowly, feeling
suddenly conspicuous. The harmonica rested easy and comfortable in
the old musician’s palm, soul extension of his pain. Brandt had a
flashback to the pain behind that sound and blinked again. This
time he controlled the tears with a deep gasp of breath, shaking
his head.

“Damn tequila,” he muttered, brushing
the back of his hand over his eyes.

“‘Taint no damned tequila messin’ wif
yo head, boy,” the man rumbled. His voice was deep, gravel spurted
under heavy tires, or cigarette smoke dipped in whiskey.

Brandt didn’t answer.

“Saw yo hands twitchin’ son,” the man
went on, glancing at the guitar. “T’ought a minute there yo was
g’wan play wit me. Me an’ ol’ Hank.”

“I wanted to,” Brandt whispered.
Nothing more. He could read answers in the old man’s gaze, and yet
they formed in his mind as more questions. “What was the
song?”

“‘Tweren’t no song. Blue. Key of
blue, boy, my blues. Last bit was yours.”

Brandt’s mind cleared a little. “It was a
song. There was a melody, notes. Music is a pattern.” The words
rung hollow, and the old man laughed gruffly.

“Then why yo don’ play ‘em, ol’
hoss?”

Brandt fell silent. He laid his guitar aside
and opened the tequila bottle. Liquid courage. He took a long
swallow and held the bottle out to the black man, who took it with
a toothless grin. The bottle tipped up and Brandt watched in
fascination as the old man’s Adam’s apple danced, an impossibly
long dance that drained a full quarter of the golden liquor before
it ended. The man smiled, but he didn’t move to return the
bottle.

“Who are you?” Brandt asked softly.
“Where did you learn to play like that?”

Long stare and the man straightened slowly,
gazing down at Brandt with a mixture of curiosity and sorrow.
“Livin’ is learnin’ boy, so my pap said. Lived those notes, ever’
one. Nary a chord I don’ carry right here,” and his hand touching
his heart, palm flat, trapping the harmonica against the rough
material of his shirt. “Carryin’ a bit of you now.”

That gaze was so still, so unwavering and
serious. Pure, like the music was pure. The tears threatened again.
Brandt smacked his head on the brick of the wall and cursed
softly.

“Always the same, boy,” the man said
softly. “You let ol’ Wally set you on the path. Crossroads,
crosshairs, all the same in the blues. Knowed both kinds, which’re
you? You want to learn, there’s a price of years, lifetimes, damn
worlds it costs, boy, all that and more.”

“Teach me?” Words spoken and regretted
the instant they left his lips. Fool drunk sniveling in an alley,
drunk on his ass and begging winos for lessons. His gaze betrayed
him, held steady.

“Cain’t be taught,” old Wally breathed.
“Gotta be lived, boy, price gotta be paid. No blues ever come from
a music lesson. None. Come from here,” leaning down and stabbing an
ancient, gnarled finger into Brandt’s chest and holding, long
second of contact, cold and dark, then away.

“How?”

Wally’s eyes clouded. He stepped back, not
speaking, the Cuervo gripped tightly in one hand.

Brandt rose quickly, reaching to his pockets.
He didn’t have much, a crumpled five and a handful of change the
remnant of his worldly treasure. Cigarettes and coffee for a
morning that was way too close already. No sleep, and the hangover
would not be mild, or easily shaken.

“I’ll pay,” he said softly.

Wally slipped forward and slid the five from
Brandt’s fingers, ignoring the change, and then melted back in
among his companions. “You’ll pay boy, if you want the blues. No
money g’wan do it fo you. Cain’t be bought.”

Turning, they left him. Spectral gallery of
shadow-faces never clearly seen, slipping from shadow to black and
gone. Brandt took a step forward, reached out to empty air. No one
stood before him. No one walked through the nearby shadows, or
gathered about the glowing coals of the barrel fires. Red-orange
hints of dawn stained the alley’s mouth, and the faint sounds of
the city's daytime insinuated themselves, distracting him
further.

“Gone,” he whispered. He dropped his
face into his hands, standing for a long moment and fighting the
sick-drunk nausea that clawed at his system. No time for that now.
He felt the fingers of exhaustion tugging at his eyelids, drawing
him toward darkness, and he knew he had to get out of the alley. If
he slept there, he’d wake with no guitar if he was lucky, and never
wake at all if he was not. In future years the alley might be the
only solution, but for the moment he needed his car, his keys, and
his bed. He had to play again in twelve hours, and somehow he had
to sleep without the images of long-trashed clowns glaring down at
him from the wall over his head. Mocking.

Brandt leaned down, secured the guitar in its
case carefully, then turned toward the alley’s mouth and stumbled
toward the sunlight. In the back of his mind, very faintly, the
voice of the harmonica rose once more, mocking him and hurrying his
steps. He stepped onto the sidewalk, but before he moved on, he
glanced down, a sudden memory of yellow eyes and too-long,
half-painted nails reminding him of the crazy woman. She was gone.
Where she’d sat, a single dirt-streaked card leaned against the
dusty wall. Brandt leaned down, picking it up slowly.

On the card, a young man in a jester’s hat,
face white-painted like a goth-boy death-mask rendered in
porcelain, stepped off the brink of a cliff. A dog, snarling and
angry, gripped the clown by the ass, but it did not seem to
register. Brandt let his gaze slip lower and read the inscription.
The Fool. Brandt memorized the lines of that face . . . the painted
pretty-boy leer.

He turned toward the bar, and his car, the card
released to float in a back and forth slip-dance through the early
morning air. It landed upright, the boy’s eyes gazing after Brandt
as he stumbled away.

The sharp, too-loud clatter of the rusty Big
Ben on Brandt’s dresser dragged him half out of the bed to slap it
to silence, head pounding from the motion and the moisture-sapped
fringes of his brain. One thing about Jose Cuervo, he was always
available for a date, but the fucker dressed and was gone before
daylight every time. Brandt managed to shift so that a stray ray of
sunlight caught the face of the old clock. Four-thirty. Three and a
half hours before setup and sound check. No car in this condition,
he was walking, and just enough time to hit the shower, then the
coffee house, black coffee with a shot of espresso and an oversized
blueberry muffin. Story of his life.

Images of the night before tried to work
their way into his thoughts but he pressed them down hard. The
steady pounding in his skull left no concentration for deep
thought. He needed every ounce of juice he could muster just to
make it to the club and back to this bed with a performance and a
paycheck in between. Crazy old wino was welcome to the tequila; it
was a damn good thing Brandt hadn’t finished it.

He glared at the clock. Slow stumble to the
shower and lukewarm water spiraling last night’s funk and the
clammy sweat of tequila hangover shakes down the dingy drain.
Brandt stood under the steady stream, forehead pressed tightly to
the tiled wall. His gaze locked for a long moment on the grimy
water whirling tornado-like into the tiny round abyss and he pushed
back a little too hard, nearly falling. He twisted the shower
handles violently, staggered to his bedroom, and dressed,
half-damp, in last night’s jeans and a fresh t-shirt, sprinkling
himself with an anointment of cheap cologne and sliding a Kool
between his lips with a practiced flourish. He lit up and headed
out, guitar slung over his shoulder.

The coffee shop wasn’t busy. Thursday was a
slow night everywhere, would be at Sid’s too. Good damned thing. No
one to throw beer cans when Brandt’s half-numb fingers failed to
draw the notes from the strings, or when his words wouldn’t slip
past the dry-clutch of the cotton in his mouth and throat. He
watched the coffee in his cup swirling, and turned his gaze away,
the memory of the shower drain too close to hand and heart.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

The coffee ended too soon and the night began
with equal insensitivity to his plight. Fingers shaking, he tried
to light another Kool and found he could not. Stopping and leaning
against a dingy brick wall, Brandt took several deep breaths,
squeezed his eyes shut, concentrated, then held the lighter still
as he pressed the tip of the smoke into the flame. Biting menthol
cut through the haze, nicotine battered it into place, and he was
moving again.

Shaver glanced up from his tuning and effects
pedals as Brandt entered noisily. Ignoring the shaven-headed
guitarist, Brandt dropped his guitar case a bit too hard and cursed
as he realized it, stumbling a half-step and righting himself
carefully. Shaver watched for a pregnant moment that said more than
any words might have, shook his head, and went back to adjusting
his amp. Brandt cursed softly. No buffer zone tonight. His hands
were still shaking, and he had a hard time keeping the glaring
lights from blanking his vision with white-hot echoes of
nothing.

Synthia glared at him in open hostility. Her
bass was tuned and ready, leaning against its tripod stand like
some massive, sheathed weapon. Her hands were on her hips, and her
eyes flashed “don’t you dare fuck this up, you drunken
motherfucker” at him in bright blue. Syn was the one reason Brandt
didn’t fear too close a scrutiny from the audience. Most of the men
and half the women’s eyes would be glued to her short, taut frame.
Brandt’s own eyes had spent enough time there; he knew the spell
she could weave.

Behind them, his drumsticks clattering
noisily as he waited, impatient and primed, Dexter scanned the
room, occasionally sending flurries of rhythm scurrying about the
room. Dexter was oblivious to them all. He lived from set to set,
and from all the time they’d played together, Brandt had learned
only three things about the young drummer. He never slept, he never
drank anything but black coffee, and he never missed a beat.
Never.

Paying customers filtered in, lining the bar
and taking their places at the scattered tables, but the band paid
them no attention. Daylight retreated through the half-open
doorway, banished from the windows by drawn blinds, and soft yellow
pools of light formed beneath the dim lights. Waitresses in dresses
so short they gave away the soft colored secrets of their panties
sauntered about the room, taking orders, flirting, and killing
time. Time was the one thing you had to kill at Sid’s; if you
didn’t, it would never go away, and you would drown in the
apathy.

Brandt accepted a Styrofoam cup of black
coffee from a girl he vaguely knew as Shantaina. He carefully
avoided meeting the gaze of anyone in the audience, or the band.
The shakes were slowly abandoning his fingers, and for the first
time since he’d sat up on his bed, he believed he might get a note
or two out of the guitar. He didn’t want to do anything to shatter
that illusion.

The coffee clutched firmly in his hand, he
headed backstage to the tiny closet they called a dressing room. He
had only moments before they would be looking for him on stage.
Fumbling under the counter, he dragged up his makeup kit. The
mirror was dust-crusted and grimy, but Brandt had a very clear
image of what he would do. The old card floated in the back of his
mind, and the fool came to life, slow wash of mascara, deepening of
the already deep hollows beneath his eyes . . . perpetual false
smile, clueless and transcendent. He finished, meeting his own
stare for a long moment, and then turned back to the bar. Something
was in the air, rippling along his nerve-endings, but he couldn’t
place it.

Brandt didn’t tune. The guitar had been in
perfect tune the night before, and he knew if he engrossed himself
in that ritual now, it would be over. He would fuck it up
completely, be unable to get the pitch, and it would be bad. Better
to be a half-note off from the start and compensate. His life was
all about compensation.

Behind him he heard the soft shimmer of
cymbals as Dexter determined the moment and the mood was right.
They always let Dexter choose the moment. His timing extended
beyond the drums to the surreal. Besides, it was easier to follow,
flowing into the beat, than to anticipate it.

Brandt closed his eyes and let his fingers
fall naturally to the strings. It was a slow number, slow and
heavy, lots of sultry, hip-swinging beat for Syn to sync up on, but
not too much for the rest of them right off the bat. Blues—it was
all the blues, in one form or another, but this was pure. The
melody was from a converted Hank Williams ballad, dissected, devoid
of twang, but filled with deep, resonating tones and a heavy,
slippery back beat. It was an arrangement that Brandt himself had
come up with in a rare lucid moment, and he silently thanked Dexter
for realizing it would draw him in. He had to get in quick, into
sync, into the beat and the rhythm, into the sound, or he was
lost.

He wasn’t certain when he first became aware
of the presence at his shoulder. He felt the moist-hot brush of
fetid breath, caught the scent of dusty roads and sweat-stained
clothing and in that instant, he heard the voice.

“You keep playin’, boy,” the old man
whispered hoarsely, insinuating the rhythm of his words into the
song. “You forget what you see, you forget what you know, but you
don’ forget to keep them fingers dancin’.”

Brandt shivered and closed his eyes tighter,
but he did not stop playing. There was a resonance to his notes, a
fluidity that he had only felt small glimpses of in the past.
Memories sifted up through his thoughts, memories he’d buried and
left for dead. He shook his head, trying to concentrate on the
music, to drive the invasion of pain away—failing. Phantom videos
of all that had hurt him most deeply strobed before his eyes and
drew the pain from him one note at a time, white-hot threads pulled
through heart and skin in a long, slow, unraveling sound as tears
flowed freely down his cheeks.

The song shifted subtly. Brandt no longer
heard Dexter’s drums, or Syn’s bass, though he felt the rhythm
shivering up from the floor to vibrate through his nerves. Softly
at first, then with growing insistence, the voice of a second
instrument rose. Brandt thought instantly of the old man’s
harmonica, but as quickly realized it was different. The sound
trembled with emotion and vibrato, shivered with elegance. Violin.
It was a single violin, the sound rippling against, then through
Brandt’s guitar, harmonizing, then stealing the center of the
melody, then slipping up and away in a sublime shimmer of
sound.

A tight, cold talon squeezed Brandt’s heart.
An old man stepped from the shadows, white hair billowing about his
head, glowing nimbus wreath wrapped tightly about the very image of
tragedy. Pain owned those features, rippled beneath wrinkled skin
and forced expression after expression to play in a kaleidoscopic
slideshow of angst. Brandt gasped. His eyes were still clamped
tightly shut, but he could not erase the sight, could not look away
from the sound as it wove around and through his notes. Brandt did
not stop playing, but the tears rolled in soft trickles off and
away, wetting his shirt.

The visions that tore at his nerve endings
shifted. He played, but the club no longer existed. His chair sat
in the center of a dusty crossroad. The violin played in the
background, but he could not see the violinist. The buildings that
surrounded him were low to the ground and dingy, nothing
distinguishing one from the next. There were few windows, and he
saw no movement beyond them. The music took a subtle shift from the
straight twelve-bar blues rhythm to a slow, torturous march. His
fingers made the transition and the phantom violin slipped to a
staccato beat, pounding through the notes and matching them to
Brandt’s suddenly speeding heartbeat.

There were footsteps as well. Marching. A
small group of men rounded the corner. Brandt shrank back, melting
to the chair as he recognized what he saw, nearly crying out in
negation before the scene shifted again. He knew the uniforms, the
black, over-polished boots. The distinctive, high-reaching
steps.

Now he sat in the center of a different
crossroads, gaze locked to a different set of doors. A line of
people moved slowly and reluctantly through them. He felt their
fear, their uncertainty and the voice of the violin pounded it
deeper, made him part of it. A single set of eyes captured his and
he trembled as the old man glared at him. The violin was nowhere to
be seen, but Brandt knew who played. The musician shifted through
the crowd, blended with the crush of bodies, and disappeared
between the doors. There was a sickening ripple as he felt a part
of himself torn free and dragged along, scenes shifting to shadows
and confusion.

People crowded on all sides, too close, too
many, all terrified, and there were men moving among them, barking
out commands in a language that meant nothing to Brandt. Those
surrounding him wore crude blue and white striped shirts—men,
women, children—all the same. Brandt was jostled, and then shoved
hard. He dropped painfully to knees that he knew were too thin, too
arthritic to be his own. He tried to break the fall, failed, and
fought to regain his footing.

Those around him stared mutely through
humiliated, pain-soaked eyes at the invading soldiers, and terror
so deep and dark it melted from them and dripped to the floor,
filling the room and flooding Brandt’s heart. They were stripping.
Each of them, women, men, boys and girls, faces flushed in shame,
peeling off their clothing as the men in their dark uniforms
continued to command, and shove, and move from person to person
without the slightest indication that they saw what happened around
them. The clothing was grabbed, tossed, gathered, and gone, so
quickly the moment was a blur. The terror that had been buried deep
in the eyes of those surrounding Brandt seeped through his
thoughts, imbedded itself in his mind and drove icy spikes into his
spine.

Men were herded one way, no other word for
it, moved like so many animals as the women split to the other
side. The words were no clearer to Brandt, but seemed to calm the
others slightly. The next thing he saw was a concrete room with
walls lined in nozzles. Showers? They crowded in, too many, no way
to be directly in the path of any particular spray. The shower
nozzles themselves were strange, and then the soft hiss of
something escaping from the nozzles, something less powerful than
steam, more insidious.

The doors closed behind them with
finality—with the essence of death. The room was immersed in a
sudden dark, repressive fear. Breathing became difficult and those
near to Brandt panicked, moving toward the entrance, and the exit,
opposite sides of the dark, empty room, equally sealed. They
pounded at the doors, more and more frantic with each passing
moment. Nails broke as they scratched and dug at strong wood with
fragile flesh, digging into grooves already worn in the surface,
and Brandt slid down . . . deep inside . . . away . . . he felt the
chair beneath him again, heard the notes of the violin so dark and
empty and yet full of emotion, tearing at his world and shredding
it.

Brandt’s fingers moved of their own accord,
ten-digit puppet controlled by the images, images controlled by the
pain, beyond and behind it the song. Brandt’s chords bent and
shivered along with the lingering, trembling notes of the old
violinist. He saw the man again, alone, staring with cold, empty
eyes as the bow danced over cat-gut strings, crying its song to the
night. Brandt’s eyes clouded with salty, stinging tears and he
clamped them shut hard, biting his lip and dragging his fingers
harder over the strings, trying to control the uncontrollable song,
trying to insinuate his own lesser darkness over the oppressive
voice of the violin.

He glanced up, high on the dull gray walls
and saw a face, white and leering, makeup bleeding from the corners
of the eyes to stain the walls, fading to stone and brightening to
brilliant blood red.

The song shifted. Brandt played through the
hitch in his chest that threatened his breathing, played through
the white-hot pain of fingers pressing too tightly to the strings,
dragging so hard into bar-chords that skin nearly parted from the
pressure. The notes softened. The mournful wail of the violin
shifted down to the soft tearful voice of a recorder, or a flute,
wood and wind, sound and sorrow. Brandt played, eyes still so
tightly closed he felt he could push away the presence of a world
gone mad.

He felt a warm breeze on his cheeks, and
slowly, very slowly, he opened his eyes again. The sound of
marching feet had faded to the soft shuffle of many feet, and the
barking Nazi-soldier-voices were replaced by other whispers . . .
no more comprehensible, but different. The first sight that met his
eyes was a trail, crossing another trail. He stood alone in the
center where the two met.

They came from his left, moving in a slow,
straggling procession. He saw broken faces, eyes lowered and steps
that were only half the length they aspired to. To one side of the
trail a small girl stood. Her gaze was locked to his, and at her
lips a long, tapered flute, hand-carved of soft wood. He tried to
look away, to take in the panorama before him, but he could not.
She held him with the depth of her eyes and the emotion in her
song. He felt his fingers comply, twisting yet again and tracing
unfamiliar chords as he accompanied in muted rhythm to her
lead.

Then Brandt was walking. His steps were short
and his breath wheezed in labored gasps through trembling lips. He
wanted to voice a negation, but he could not form a word, could not
waste the breath. He staggered forward, feeling the weight of years
he had never lived and the frustration of a once strong body, a
once proud mind, cowed and broken. He clutched a rough scrap of
cloth about his shoulders, heavy and warm, but somehow gripping at
his heart like a ball and chain.

Around him, others limped, staggered, and
moved in a steady stream. Those who had failed to continue were
carried/dragged/tended, continuing despite their physical
limitations. Brandt shook in the grip of a fever, deep and dark,
festering in his body and rotting his soul. He shivered and walked
and shivered again, each step seemingly the last he was capable of
and all that time the flute-like tones of the girl’s song winding
about him, coiling tighter and tighter. He watched bodies
half-dead, long, dark hair trailing behind the wooden sleds, drawn
on by hand, mule, and the occasional horse, skin red with fever and
lesions, lips parted and tongues lolling, eyes wild and bright and
all the while, the slow, constant movement toward . . . what?

He glanced down at the blanket, saw the
crudely stamped letters “US ARMY” and dark, mirthless laughter
bubbled up from deep within his soul.

The blanket weighed more heavily on his
shoulders, and he felt the lingering evil that permeated the coarse
material, even as he drew it more tightly about him. No way he
could know, and yet he did know; the darkness of the smallpox
lingered on each thread, weighed on his heart and mind and suddenly
he realized, his fingers. He played the sickness, the nausea and
the darkness as eyes puffed and hearts slowed, as the act of
putting one foot before the next became the act of placing finger
after finger on vibrating strings and the soft voice of the flute
pounded through his head, feverish and full of the pain of betrayal
and emptiness.

He saw the girl now. She did not stand beside
the trail playing her flute, but trudged in the center of a pack of
others, thin, emaciated to the point of either starvation or
illness that rotted from the inside out. Her steps were not proud.
They were defeated and monotonous, drawing her onward slowly and
pointlessly. The voice of false promise permeated the air. The
hitch in a trusting heart as sharp betrayal bit deep. Brandt played
and he followed the trail of tears and notes from the girl’s heart,
to the soft dusty ground, to the bodies and the pain and back to
his hands, always to his hands, drawing the music from the strings.
His world shifted and he clamped his eyes closed once more.

Somewhere his own pain was lost in that flow,
his world and his life petty beyond comprehension in the face of
it. Dying, all but a few dying, and only the music to hold that
pain. Her music, his music, deep dark river of anguish rolling on
like the tide. He clamped his eyes tighter, and tighter still, and
the music tilted one more time on an axis of surreality. He stood
this time, guitar strapped over his shoulder, swinging against him
in tight, pendulous motions as he drew the notes from the strings.
It was the harmonica, sharp and bitter, driving through his rhythm
and forcing his feet to move, one slow step at a time. Brandt
opened his eyes.

The crossroads was no different from a
thousand others. The trees were painted in the multi-hued colors of
autumn and the wind whipped leaves about his ankles and sent them
skittering across the road. In the very center, head down, the old
black man, Wally, stood and played. His eyes were closed, his
wrists quivered as he drew emotion in tangible threads from the
small silver-metal harp. Brandt moved forward, playing the rhythm
as he had never played it, feeling the bite in the voice of his
instrument and bending it to support the solo. He wanted to close
his own eyes and just stand and play. He wanted to let that pain
flow out and through and away to some other place, to find his way
back to safe notes and melodies with a trace of hope, but he could
not.

His hands were numb from the effort, and his
caffeine-fortified, life-ravaged system barely kept him upright,
but he played. He was played. The music would not release him, and
then the harp was silent, and he played alone. The old man
vanished, glancing up and then sweeping away in the breeze, sifting
to a wash of color that swirled among the dancing leaves and
echoing deep pain in a last lamenting flurry of notes as he slipped
away.

“Don’t stop yet boy, you stop, you’re
on your own.”

That voice, so close, so sudden, nearly ended
it. Brandt felt his fingers tighten, felt the sudden weariness tear
at him, but somehow he played. He clamped his eyes shut and
concentrated.

“Blues can get mighty deep, boy. Mighty
deep. So deep you have to swim in them just to keep your head ‘bove
it all and think. Learned it a long time ago—a’fore you was born I
learned, and I played. Can’t never stop. That pain, their pain,
it’s yours now. It’ll trickle into you slow-like, fill you from
shoe to shaving cream a’fore you can stop it, and you just gotta
play, gotta empty it back into the world where it belongs, or it’ll
eat you inside to out, heart first, until there ain’t nothin’ left
but a shell—‘til you wish you could go back to a happier time and
share a drink with your damned drunken mom, or shoot pool with that
prick you call a Papa.

“You don’t want to be a shell; I reckon
you’ll play. Just remember, whatever you do remember, and don’t let
it get too deep. Don’t fool yourself boy, you cain’t keep it inside
. . . cain’t hold it all. You let it out.

“Crossroads, or crosshairs, all the
same. No way outta the pain ‘cept t’rough da music,
boy.”

And the voice was gone. Reality rested on his
shoulders like the final curtain of a stage tragedy. The notes
sifted slowly about in his mind, a procession of eyes passing
across his mind’s stage. The old man, the children, the gas, and
the violin merging with the defeated, helpless notes of the flute
on that long trail of more than tears, trail of extermination and
so many others, so many things that had festered in the back of
Brandt’s mind, pressed aside as unimportant in his private over-all
view, now rising up to fill it.

He felt a soft touch on his elbow, and at
last, he stopped. The ache in his heart shivered out and down his
arm and he opened his eyes, glancing at fingers so red and raw he
wondered that he could move them at all. He turned, and he found
that Syn stood at his left shoulder, eyes wide, staring down at
him.

“Brandt?” she said softly.

Brandt met her gaze evenly, only half-aware
of the world he’d dropped back into so suddenly, trying to figure
out what he would say to them, to figure out what they had seen,
and heard. The rest of the band stood in silence behind Syn,
watching him. Shaver held his guitar in one hand, and the only
emotion in his eyes now was that of pain, as if something had been
stolen from him.

“What was that, Brandt? What the
fuck was that?” Syn said, her voice never rising above a
whisper.

Brandt rose slowly, the guitar neck gripped
tightly in his one good hand. He turned to the audience, the
hangers-on and the drifters. None spoke. The girls did not wander
from table to table, delivering shots of courage and charisma to
the masses. No bottles or glasses clinked and no voice rose in
praise, or in anger. Nothing. He presided over a silent church of
pain, white-faced harlequin entertaining them with tragedies they
could no more comprehend than he could deny.

Brandt placed the guitar in its case, took
the case by the handle, and moved toward the bar without a word.
Syn followed, for a few steps, and Shaver looked ready to burst
into tears. Brandt wondered if the boy had heard the pain, or if he
only wanted the notes. Brandt stepped behind the bar and gripped a
bottle of Johnny Walker in his bloody hand. The pain bit through
his haze and he managed to croak out some unintelligible promise of
cash. Later.

Then he walked toward the door, and the
night. Somehow he knew there would be no “later” for him here. He
would have to move on. Things would have to change. Brandt didn’t
feel like the center of it any longer.

Just as he reached the door, Shaver caught
him. The boy’s hand gripped his shoulder a bit too tightly, and
Brandt turned to meet those intense eyes.

Without waiting for any questions he would
not be able to answer coherently, Brandt spoke. “Be careful,
Shaver, be very careful. They can get mighty deep. Soul-deep. You
want to be careful you don’t drown.”

And then he was walking, the moon watching
over his progress. Deep in his heart the music washed and eddied,
swelling with each soft wave. He heard their voices, their music,
and he hummed along softly. It ached, but he could wait, for the
moment. Soon, though, he thought, stopping in an alley and tipping
back the Johnny Walker, soon he would have to play.

In the shadows, the soft voice of a harmonica
chased the discarded Tarot image down the gutter, dancing the
white-faced harlequin in the clutch of a cold breeze.

 



CHAPTER TWO

Synthia didn’t talk to angels, but she saw
them. She never mentioned them. She didn’t watch them directly,
only out of the corner of her eye, and only because they were
always there. It wasn’t like she had a choice. They haunted
the periphery of her vision, watched her world from the shadows,
but they never watched her. Synthia saw the angels, but they didn’t
know she was alive.

When Syn had been ten, she’d tried to tell
her mother. She’d sat down at the kitchen table and asked to share
the oddly-scented herb tea that filled her mother’s afternoons. She
could still recall the heat of the cup as she wrapped her small
hands around it, and the way the mint and herbs had sifted up
through the mist to tickle her nose.

She’d felt very grown up that day, as if a
page in her life had turned, or a cycle had shifted to the next
ring. Her mother had had very deep, brown eyes, and long hair
teasing down over her shoulders. Syn remembered the way the morning
sunlight had filtered through the blinds, striping the refrigerator
like a surreal, oblong zebra. She remembered her mother’s odd
little smile, the one that caused the shift. The one that made them
friends, in that moment, and not mother and daughter. Deceptions
were realities on all levels. That smile had drawn her in, and Syn
had spoken her heart.

She had told her mother then, about the old
woman on the landing of the stairs, white hair wisping about her
face and eyes wide in pain, or fear. She told her mother about the
two boys who mirrored her steps as she walked to school, books
clutched tightly to her chest and eyes to the ground so that they
would not catch her attention. She told her mother about the girl
in the shower at school, the one who was there, always, naked and
cringing in the corner, and the shadowy, half-seen figure who
hovered over her. She even told her mother, for the first time, why
it was that when they went to visit Grandmother’s grave, Syn had
clutched so tightly to her leg.

Throughout that dialogue, Syn’s mother had
not said a word. She’d nodded, sipped her tea, and listened.
Silence is golden. Right. The liquid that had slid into the syringe
had been golden. The doctor’s eyes had been a deep, golden brown.
Her mother’s smile had been as sweet as golden honey. Nothing.
Syn’s mother had believed nothing. She’d called a doctor, and Syn
had told her story again. The drugs had followed. One drug,
another, and another still, in quick succession, each chemical
attack trying to drive out the demons. Trying to drive out
something that was just there, not illusion but frightening
reality, made more frightening as the drugs robbed Synthia’s
control. There was no way to make them understand; only silence had
helped. The silence had stopped the drugs, but by then two years
had passed. Cynthia had passed to Synthia irrevocably, awakening as
a junior in high school with barely passing marks and no friends
with a future. Through it all the angels had watched the world in
silence, and she had watched them in turn, never speaking.

Now they were multiplying. No matter where
Syn turned, she saw them. When she closed her eyes, she felt them.
When she slept, she dreamed dreams populated with their shadowy
forms and empty eyes. She didn’t even know why she called them
angels. They looked more like ghosts, but that wasn’t a place she
felt comfortable. Angels would never hurt her . . . ghosts might
not care. Ghosts might have laughed when Momma and the doctor
brought the drugs. The angels had paid no more attention to the
drugs than anything else.

Since the night Brandt had left the band, the
ghosts had slowly overrun her reality. She knew it was foolish to
dwell in the past. She hadn’t spent enough time with Brandt when he
was with them. She had teased him, promised him, but she’d never
let him get close. Now he was gone, and that music—that last night.
How could she reconcile herself to the reality that was the band
and the memory that was Brandt and feel anything but loss and
regret? How could she live her life walking through a mist of
angels? Brandt had noticed her. Without that notice, the weight of
his eyes and the soft sound of his voice, the nothingness of the
angels’ presence weighed on her like a shroud.

Syn rose, pulling the sheets up around her,
automatically shielding herself from the prying eyes of those who
didn’t even watch. She blinked and shook her head to clear the
cobwebs. She needed to hurry and shower. Shaver would call soon. He
called her like clockwork, every afternoon at four. It gave her a
minimum amount of minutes to shower, paint herself to perfection,
and gather her wits. It gave her a chance to push aside the visions
and focus on herself, and her life. Angels didn’t pay the bills,
and though the band wasn’t breaking any records, since Brandt’s
drunken ass had carried itself so dramatically down the road, they
had been doing well enough to get by. They might even break out of
the bar circuit and cut a CD soon. If Syn could keep it together.
If Shaver didn’t lose his heart. If the new guy, the pseudo-Brandt
they’d hired, Calvin, with his long, long hair and his long, long
eyes, and his constant sniffing; no way to ignore the chemical base
of that subconscious habit. Calvin could play. Calvin could
sing. Calvin was barely aware that he could do either. He was
helping the band in ways that Brandt never could have, but . . . he
was no Brandt.

Synthia felt Brandt’s loss in ways she’d not
been willing to admit possible. He had always just been . . .
there. Now there was the band, and her life, and the angels.
Nothing else. Nothing that touched her on a deeper level than a
mild sunburn. Not that Brandt had ever seemed so important. Synthia
had spent more time cursing him than talking to him, and though
she’d felt very comfortable in his presence, she’d not spent as
much time there as she might have. No reason to. No reason to
believe the opportunity would not present itself in its own
time.

Now he had marched off down the road, right
through the gathered ranks of angels who had actually watched him
go, not ignoring him, as they did Synthia, as they had
always ignored her. Brandt had left her to watch his
receding back, looking somehow more appealing in the tight, faded
jeans than she’d remembered him. And he’d left the memory of the
music. Brandt had always been good. He’d always been just able to
pull it off, no matter how drunk or out of it he might have
been.

The music had meant more then, though it had
taken the vacuum of Calvin and the “new” sound to drive that
reality home. Even through the thick white makeup, dead-clown
pretty-boy attitude, and sneering lips that sugar-coated a
frustrated heart, Syn had sensed Brandt’s talent. Each time Syn had
been ready to kick his ass out on the street and demand he be
replaced by someone who would at least show up for practice, he’d
pulled something out of his ass and tugged at her heart strings
with it.

Synthia remembered the night she’d convinced
him to take her out, to the carnival. That night Syn had nearly
told him about the angels. Then the old witch lady had turned over
that card, and Brandt had flipped out. The moment, and the courage
to speak, had slipped away.

Everything had been so right that night. Syn
had felt so close to him, so special to be with him, though she’d
have never said so. None of the others ever seemed to get it, but
Brandt did. During his rare lucid moments, he was the only voice
she trusted to answer her in the same language she asked a
question. That night might have been the beginning of something
special, but she’d seen that damned tent, and the past had intruded
once more. There had been a single old angel, kneeling by the door
in prayer, or sorrow. Brandt, of course, had seen nothing. The old
angel’s hands had scratched what seemed at first to be random lines
in the dirt. The random lines had formed a word.

“Remember.”

Synthia had read the word, turned from the
angel, and her vision, and the only straight path had led through
the doorway of the tent, toward the cards and destiny. Synthia’s
words, the whispered confidence she’d meant to share with Brandt,
had slipped a notch back down her throat, and the night had done
the rest. Stolen moments were often taken back. Rules of the road
in the game of Life. Brandt had staggered out of the tent, drunk,
tripping, and he’d fallen. Syn had followed, but the chemicals had
robbed her of her strength, her ability to help him. She had tried,
God she had tried, but the act of trying had pumped
her blood more swiftly and the drugs more powerfully, and they had
nearly both ended up lying together in the dirt, staring at
the huge Ferris wheel instead of just Brandt. At what? She’d never
asked him what he’d seen.

They never watched her. They never saw her.
She saw the angels, but they ignored her. That was her pain. Her
mother had seen her, but never really seen anything. Her
father hadn’t seen her at all. Boys, men, all had seen her body,
her heat. None had seen beyond it. She had her own silent chorus of
angels, mocking/accompanying her dirge-like song of life.

That was why Syn played the bass. The deep,
droning tones. The vibration straight through to her soul and back
again. Even the angels wavered when she played. When the deep
intonations of rhythm and resonant power rippled through the air,
it took on a deeper acuity. The angels did not listen to her bass,
but they felt it. The universe was one giant chord, one universal
vibration. Syn longed to find her niche in that unity. Her heart
was a rebel . . . fighting her desire. Her playing was dissonant,
deep, wild and passionate, but it seldom blended. Instead it forced
the blend to her . . . forced her to become the eye of the storm,
and every eye to seek her form. The only time she could forget that
the angels ignored her was when no one else did.

She’d never asked Brandt why he staggered out
of that tent, or what he’d seen, stumbling into the midway. She had
stared into his eyes as he stared up at the Ferris wheel, far above
them, and she’d seen . . . something, reflected in his eyes. She
couldn’t remember what, or who.

The phone’s ring ripped through the silence.
Syn gripped the blanket around herself more tightly, willing the
world to silence. Failing.

She rose, the blanket trailing away behind
her, gripping the phone’s receiver tightly and drawing it to her
ear, concentrating.

“Yeah?”

“Rise and shine, Princess.” Shaver’s
voice was edged with caffeine and fueled by that bright, inner fire
that set him apart from every other being on the planet. Lead notes
rippled through the tones of his voice if you knew him. The taut,
corded muscles of his arms spoke of an inner fury, a driving need
that only the guitar could sate, and then, apparently, poorly.
Shaver had been, if possible, even more intense since Brandt’s
revelation and departure. His leads were faster. His eyes wider and
more incomplete in the perfection of his motion. A technical marvel
with etched tears tattooed on cheeks of granite . . . muscles drawn
so tight they could turn bullets aside. The angels didn’t watch
Shaver either.

“I’m up,” she said. “I’ll be
there.”

“Coffee is on me,” he said, and then
the click/buzz/tone of the phone and silence again. Somehow it was
less perfect, less intimate.

Syn let the blanket fall away with a sigh and
rose, moving to the bathroom, the shower, hot, soap-scented mist
and the grit of the past swirling away, sliding over the lip of the
drain and into oblivion. The clock ticked. Rhythm of reality. She
needed to get in and out of that steamy heaven and down the road to
the coffee, Shaver, and the club. If things worked out, this could
be their last night at Sid’s. The “right” people would be in the
audience tonight.

Calvin had managed it, somehow. Calvin and
his drugs, his mediocre, good-enough-for-record-company-work
guitar, his scratchy, cigarette-ravaged voice. His “Rod Stewart
stars in the Day of the Living Dead” perfect look. Calvin
had the package that sold. They should change the band’s name to
Pretty and Empty. The angels wouldn’t care. The angels didn’t even
listen, no matter how hard Syn played, or cried, screamed, or lied.
They stared into the nothingness of eternity and Syn was left to
watch them as they watched. Alone.

Quick paint job at the mirror, pointedly
ignoring the figure in the corner, a stooped old man staring out
the window as if he’d been watching the city grow for a hundred
years. Syn worked the mascara and blush carefully, practiced flicks
of her wrist painting the hard, brittle edges of her eyes, first
defense against the crowd. First defense against Calvin. If they
didn’t get the recording contract, she would have to do something
with or about Calvin. The latter made her nauseous, and the former
scared her like nothing in her life had scared her before.

The record execs had been around before.
She’d seen them tossing back expensive drinks and slumping in
corner booths, watching and smiling like they cared. They didn’t
listen any more than the angels, most of the time. Maybe recording
contracts had nothing to do with what they heard. It didn’t matter.
Somehow Syn knew that if they didn’t listen tonight, she was gone.
No plan, nowhere to go, but she was out. Shaver would be fine.
Caffeine and high E would get him a ticket anywhere he wanted to
go. Calvin? Fuck Calvin. He would probably be signing copies of his
tenth gold record within a couple of years, with or without
Synthia. With or without Shaver. With or without a meaningful
thought or moment in his long, tired existence. As he signed, the
ghosts would stand around, oblivious. Synthia needed to hear them
sing.

Brandt had done it. Fucking Brandt with his
drunken-ass lyrics and his
so-natural-the-fucking-alcohol-couldn’t-blunt-it talent. His sad,
out-of-date clown-face paint and words no one else had understood,
but that everybody had loved. His beautiful guitar and tenement
apartment. His voice, clear and transcendent when it didn’t slur
and spout the wrong words in long litanies that meant as much to
the crowd as the real words—nothing at all. Brandt and that magic
night he’d left, when the angels had played, and sung, and danced.
The crowd and the band had watched Brandt. Syn had watched the
angels, and on that single night, they had watched back, not just
her, but Brandt, and the band . . . the crowd. They had spoken, and
joined the song, making it something more than just Brandt’s song.
Brandt had flowed through the notes, but Synthia had felt them in
her heart, and those of the others who heard. Brandt had played,
and the world had gone still.

But Brandt was gone. Syn shook her head.
Coffee. Club. Music. Those were the only things that could bring
even temporary solace. If she closed her eyes, let her fingers draw
the rhythmic, pulsing notes from the bass and her voice join with
Calvin’s, it formed a barrier. The angels didn’t listen, but at
least they seemed remote, part of the audience and the energy. They
were less depressing as backdrop to the sound.

The coffee did less than Syn had hoped to
raise her energy level. As she sipped the Americano, a tall
iced-tea glass of black coffee with a shot of espresso, she’d been
preoccupied by the young girl at the window. The girl’s back was to
the world outside, her gaze locked to the back of the bar. Not
exactly a bar now but a bar in the past. Syn knew this as truth,
though she had no way of knowing how she knew. She also knew
that the angel . . . the girl . . . knew it. The world the girl
watched was different. In that world, Syn did not exist. It hurt.
Alone in the crowd and singing to nobody, that was Syn’s story.

The coffee had burned her tongue, and it rolled
around inside her, the caffeine waking her body, but the empty ache
of no food and too much sleep fogging her mind. She couldn’t get
Brandt, or his angels, out of her mind. She drank the bitter liquid
down quickly, hit the street, and headed for the club.

Sid’s wasn’t too busy for a Friday night.
There was a small crowd of regulars gathered near the bar and the
pool table, but nothing to write home about. Synthia moved past
them all, oblivious to the stares and soft catcalls. She was used
to it. If she could stand the empty gazes of the myriad angels
populating the vacant tables and leaning against the dingy walls, a
few Goth-Punks and losers weren’t likely to cause much stress. No
sign of the record company, but no surprise there. Too early for
anything serious. If they showed, it would likely be somewhere
mid-third set, when the band was catching their stride, or
stumbling to fall on their faces. Either way, it eliminated the
gray areas.

Syn slipped through to the back, closed the
dressing room door behind her, and leaned back against it to catch
her breath. Something was different, something in the air, the
taste of the evening on her dry lips. For once she was alone. None
of the others was in the back room, and there were no angels. Syn
turned to the mirror, watching herself watch herself and
thinking.

When she exited the room, turning toward the
stage in silence, her face was white. Ghost white. She’d found an
old tube of Brandt’s makeup. None of the black he’d used to darken
his eyes and accent his lips, only the white, blanking out all that
was unique, all that made her stand out from the crowd. She came to
the stage as a blank page and lifted the strap of her bass over her
shoulders with a quick shrug.

Brandt had always told her that the bass was
the backdrop, the canvas across which the music was painted. If she
faltered, the image was skewed. If she lost the rhythm, the lines
would waver and the notes fall to discord. Shaver would shift off
into a discordant shiver of steel-strung notes with no stable
support. Face white, ready for the music, she became that canvas.
Shaver stared at her for a long moment, his brow furrowed in
concentration, then nodded and turned away, tuning. Always tuning,
a nervous habit, fingers molded to the keys. Calvin’s jaw dropped.
He started to speak, started to make a bigger fool of himself than
life had managed, then clamped down on his tongue.

What crowd there was grew silent. There was
no one there who’d not heard the band before. There was no man in
that bar that had not, in some way, come to share a moment with
Synthia. To steal a fantasy from the supple curves of her body, the
taut strength of her wrists and forearms as she played. The deep,
purr-growl of her voice when the words were hers and the
higher-pitched backdrops she laid for Calvin’s throaty, grinding
vocals. The white-empty face changed everything. Synthia’s arms
cradled the bass, but her face was . . . blank. No one knew how to
react, so no one did. The angels didn’t even notice.

The lights dimmed. Some bright-boy behind the
bar found a single black-light spot and focused it on the stage, on
Syn and her white-makeup, now brilliant and glowing. The eerie blue
illumination removed even more definition from her features, a
purple-haloed ball of captured moonlight floating above the
glistening sheen of the sunburst finish on her bass. Energy.
Synergy. Sound and motion blurred to wipe her from their sight and
minds.

Syn couldn’t see this. She felt it. The sound
started, at first no different from a hundred other nights. Soft
shimmer of cymbals, rippling to snare and back to cymbals. Dexter,
the one constant in the band, the rhythm behind the rhythm. Dexter
and his “skins,” who never said word one to anyone but Shaver, who
just showed up, played, and left. Syn’s fingers moved to the
strings of the bass, slipping into a slow, pounding thud of notes,
overgrown-heartbeat rhythm rippling from the strings, winding down
the wires and out through the speakers to shimmer through the
air.

No one moved in the audience, no hips
matching the swaying pulse of Syn’s own, no feet shuffling. She
knew they were watching her. They always watched her. It was
different. She felt them seeking her face, her eyes, trying to
pierce the black-light glare and the blinding white of the paint to
meet her gaze. They seldom let their attention roam that high when
she played. They were usually too occupied with their own fantasies
to hear the lyrics, and too ashamed of them to let her catch their
gaze. Tonight they were denied, so they sought the reasons in her
eyes.

The band followed her lead. Calvin found a
way to make his following seem like leading. That was his way, but
everyone knew. The bass wrapped its notes around the music and
wrestled it to submission, and beyond. The rhythm drove the melody.
The lyrics hung from a backdrop of resonant harmony so deep and
soulful that the air/floor/room shook with the power of it. The
angels shimmered around the edges of the bar, stood nonchalantly in
doorways, staring into eternity. Nothing. They were everywhere, and
nowhere, and Synthia felt something inside her slip hard, falling
away. A layer of—need, closer to the raw pain beyond. Her fingers
had begun to ache, but she twisted the notes deeper. She played to
the angels, the room slipping away and the band towed in her
wake.

She played the usual songs. The band knew the
chords, the rhythms. It wasn’t like when Brandt had just taken over
the stage and silenced them all with his pain . . . their pain . .
. the world’s pain. She didn’t change the music fundamentally. It
was the subtle shifts of emotion, the infusion of her frustration,
and her hunger, that drove the notes deeper into the minds and
hearts around her. Somewhere in that crowd were the record execs,
or not. It didn’t matter anymore.

Surrounding them, filling in gaps in the
crowd, the angels stood, impervious, and the tears flowed down
Syn’s cheeks as she aimed her notes at their ethereal hearts.

She had never played to them before. She had
watched them, all her life she’d watched them as they ignored her.
Now she needed to know. Who were they? What were they watching that
was so damned important they couldn’t see her . . . hear her . . .
comfort her? Who the fuck were they and why wouldn’t they
hear?

The songs shifted, one to the next. Syn
caught short glimpses of Calvin’s eyes, begging her to slow, to
stop, to take a break. She turned to the side and saw that Shaver’s
fingers bled. He ignored it, as she ignored Calvin, but the music
could not go on indefinitely. She felt as if she could play
forever—close her eyes and drift into the music and not return. Syn
didn’t look at her own fingers, or think about them. The pain was
there, but it didn’t matter. The crowd shifted.

A figure wound slowly through the eerily
quiet crowd toward the dance floor. Syn’s eyes were half-blind from
the spotlights, and the black light. She saw strobing, half-formed
images, the one moving closer and the others that surrounded it.
She concentrated. She couldn’t tell if it was a man, a woman, or an
angel, but she played to that figure. It was the last song of the
set, maybe the last song of her life, and she played it with no
remorse. The sweat and tears blurred her sight and she blinked,
fighting to see, to know who would share that moment.

There was something achingly familiar in that
swaying gait. Syn could make out long hair, but no features. She
played. She felt the resonance of the bass through to her bones,
felt the growing fire that was her fingers, and the strings, and
the slickening of both, but the notes did not falter. No way. Not
this time. There might never be another chance, and the face became
clearer with each step, narrowing the gap between them, and the
years. Syn’s voice wavered, just for a second. Between verses, when
she should have breathed, she spoke.

“Mother?”

For that eternal moment, the band sustained
her. Those she had dragged swelled up behind her, Shaver’s notes,
still crisp and rippling, so technically perfect they seemed
magical, and Calvin, his usually weak rhythm crunching suddenly, as
he sensed her near-falter. Dexter, solid, bolstering the rhythm and
jumpstarting her fingers. They sacrificed themselves to that
moment, held together, bonding and transcending the bar, and the
mediocre, blues-cover melody to join in something more powerful.
Syn breathed deep and sank to her knees on the stage . . . staring
as her mother’s form moved closer. Her fingers moved with the
sound, her arm shifting, the bass a part of her, held close and
tight.

The notes were winding down, but it no longer
mattered. Synthia had no idea how she knew, but the thrumming of
the notes slowly gave way to the thudding of her heartbeat, and the
bass, still clutched tightly to her chest, grew silent. The room
receded, sucked into a vacuum that left nothing but Syn,
white-faced ghost girl and the angel/spirit of her past, faced off
in a duel of eyes and silence.

Somewhere in the distance, the music
continued. Syn knew it wasn’t the band. The crowd was silent,
staring. The magic of the band’s moment was fading. She couldn’t
tell if they saw, finally fucking saw the angels, but they
knew that she saw . . . something. Someone. Why now?

Her eyes raised to meet the milky-white,
cataract-glazed gaze of yesterday. Syn felt something lift free of
her soul, but it did not make her feel better. She felt bare, naked
before the crowd, nasty secrets and mother’s love dragged to center
stage in black-light synapse-strobed images.

The angel reached out dim-white hands, veined
in deep blue, as if to stroke Syn’s cheek, but falling short,
always falling short. Syn nodded. Just like all those years before.
Just that much short of all right. Syn held still, strained forward
inside and gritted her teeth, rigid on the outside. No way she
leaned into that touch. No way.

The moment passed, and a soft sigh escaped
the angel’s lips, first sound, only sound, Syn had heard from one
of the apparitions other than the music, Brandt’s music. That sigh,
nothing more. No apology. No words could have mattered. No touch
could have mattered. Syn lifted her gaze to her mother’s, held it
for a long moment, and watched through a sudden flow of salty tears
as that face, so long gone from her life, melted once more, as the
lights haloed. Syn’s lip quivered.

Syn slithered back and away suddenly. Her
head drooped and her eyes closed. She clutched the bass and she
rose in a stumbling lurch. She felt the drums topple as she backed
into them, microphones tilting and stands trapping her feet.
Somehow she remained upright as her world crashed in a metallic
heap. She was vaguely aware of the others, cursing, calling out to
her, and touching her shoulders. She shrugged them off. She heard
the voices of those who’d watched from the audience.

She moved through them, away from the stage
toward the door. The crowd parted. Some of the braver among them
stretched out their hands, brushing her skin, tugging at her
clothes. One woman stepped into Syn’s path and tugged at the bass,
as if she would take it for her own. Syn rocked her hip forward
quickly, and the woman stumbled back with a soft, surprised cry,
coming to rest against the wall beside the doorframe as Syn slid
sideways through and into the night, careful not to crack the bass
on the wooden frame.

She knew they were calling out to her. The
others: Shaver, Calvin, the bartender, maybe Sid himself. A hand
grabbed her suddenly by the shoulder as she turned away from the
club and started down the walk. Syn spun in a daze, meeting a set
of too-bright eyes. Her own turned down to where his hand held her
arm.

“. . . wonderful,” he was saying.
“Exactly what we are looking for, what the scene needs, you know?”
His voice was too fast, the words slipping from sincerity to
business to sleaze in increments so obvious Syn could barely follow
the progression. “. . . just sign, and of course the band, though
they aren’t a deal breaker, you know, because I can
see who is the talent here. . . .”

Syn pulled her arm back violently, glaring at
the man. “Get away from me.”

The man held her arm a moment longer. He
blinked, as if struck, as if there was no possible way in the
universe he could have heard what he just heard.

“You don’t understand,” he said more
slowly.

Carefully, not wanting to break his fingers .
. . yet . . . she gripped his wrist and yanked his hand free of her
arm. “Get the fuck away from me.”

He started to say something. He even reached
for her again, but something in Syn’s eyes must have warned him
away. The man stood, looking very foolish in his power suit and
expensive jewelry, Rolex gleaming under the soft glow of street
lamps and a small crowd gathering at his back, pouring from the
mouth of the club in a slow, curious stream. Syn turned without a
thought, bass sliding to her hip, dangling from the strap. She saw
the angels, lining the streets. They did not ignore her, nor did
they speak, or move. They watched, and she walked, steps as steady
as her heartbeat.

Behind her she heard Calvin’s shrill, whining
voice, begging the idiot in the suit, selling what little soul he
had left and trying to include hers as if it were his to sell. It
meant less than nothing. So close, she’d been so close to letting
the answers slip away. She wondered if the angels would have faded
if she’d signed that paper, if she’d never seen her mother, and the
music had carried her in a different direction. She wondered if
Calvin would ever understand. She wondered where the music was
coming from that dragged her on.

She moved through streets of dim light and
scattered shadow. No one else moved, slow-traffic parade, coming
and going in a rise-to-fade shimmer of sound and headlights.
Synthia passed no living soul, but the angels lined the road,
translucent sentinels tracing her motion with their eyes. She felt
them as she never had before, and the sound, the music, swelled up
around her, gripping her heart and twisting. It was her. The music
was her song, her pain, and she felt the march of angel after
angel, ghost after ghost, not speaking to her, but acknowledging,
each moment where they’d slipped away silently brought back in a
wash of images, and pain.

She reached 37th Street and
turned, winding down Elm, knowing what was ahead and shivering. Her
arm snaked down, drawing the bass to her like a lover. The music
was louder, and she knew. Somehow she knew who it was. There were
the sweet-soft strains of harmonica, the soul-deep song of a lone
guitar. A thousand voices sang deep harmony in soft, half-whispered
tones that led her on. Syn felt like the star in a bad horror
flick, angel choruses leading her home.

Then the voice sounded, so close to her ear
she couldn’t understand why she didn’t feel the warm brush of
breath.

“Ain’t no angels, sugar,” the voice
grated rough and sweet as the whiskey and honey cough remedy Syn’s
Grandma had given her when she was a child. “Just those dead and
gone, and those just dead. You come to sing, you come to da right
place, little one.”

Synthia trembled, but she didn’t turn. She
knew that voice. She’d heard it once before, the night Brandt had
disappeared. For the first time in as many days as she could
imagine, she wasn’t concerned with the angels. She followed the
guitar, stepping through the entrance to the graveyard and feeling
the gravel crunch beneath her feet. The gates were open. No
security for the dead.

Syn wound down familiar trails, through a
maze of white-stone markers and pretentious monuments to those
beyond caring. White marble angels watched her progress, and the
moonlight patterned the trail with crosses, shadows from the graves
that lined the way.

She didn’t stop until she reached a familiar
plot and a dingy, off-white stone, rectangular and low-slung.
Insignificant. One forgotten bit of granite in a garden where
memories grew—this bit forgotten.

Synthia fell to her knees in the soft earth,
letting the bass rest against her thigh. Tears trickled down her
cheeks, but she wiped them away. The words were still clear, etched
in stiff, final precision across the stone. Syn reached out, long
black-painted nail tracing the final tribute to her mother’s
life.

She half-expected her mother’s angel to
appear again. Or ghost. Or whatever. She expected to hear the
scolding tones of her mother’s voice. Out so late, and in a
graveyard. It’s what comes of hanging out with no-goods and playing
that music. What happens to girls who talk about seeing
things that couldn’t be. Angels. The tears streamed, and the
gravestone rippled, but she stared, stubbornly, blinking against
the salty pain.

“She loved you, you know.” The voice
rippled with her vision, slipped through her senses, and gripped
her heart. Brandt. His fingers still worked the strings of the
guitar, the strings of her heart.

“Fuck you,” Syn said through her tears,
voice tearing roughly from her throat. “She didn’t even know
me.”

“That is why it didn’t work,” Brandt
said. “Doesn’t change the love, only the outcome. She saw them too,
you know.”

Syn whipped around, finding Brandt lounging
back over a mausoleum to her left. His fingers moved as he spoke,
stroking the strings. The soft melody echoed the bittersweet march
that had led her to the graveyard, to the stone and the
memories.

“What do you mean?” she asked, knowing
the answer but praying it would not come.

“She was afraid too,” Brandt said. “She
saw them, knew them. They even spoke to her. She knew one thing you
didn’t.”

Syn gripped the bass more tightly, gazing
into Brandt’s eyes, searching now. For answers. For peace.
“What?”

“She knew they weren’t angels,” Brandt
said softly. “She didn’t want you to know.”

Syn’s chin dropped to her chest, and her
tears trickled down and off her cheeks, wetting her blouse, the
ground, the white makeup running to a thin film. Brandt’s fingers
picked up the pace, drawing the moment around her and pulling tight
the drawstrings on her soul. Her shoulders shook, her mind blanked,
and deep inside, she drew her mother’s angel tightly to her heart,
holding and breathing apologies into the soft chorus of the
blues.

 



CHAPTER THREE

Shaver stared at the wall. His fingers itched
for the strings, for the rippling notes and patterns, but he could
not play. He’d tried twice since the morning sun had slid through
his blinds and dragged him into the day. The first time he’d
screamed as the ruined flesh that had been his fingertips met cool
metal. He couldn’t press tightly enough to bring a clear note from
the instrument, and the strings were still rough from the blood
that had dried over and into them.

Cursing had not helped. Coffee made it worse.
Wide awake, more aware of the pain than he’d been aware of any
sensation in his life, Shaver had picked that guitar up again. A
simple chord. Teeth gritted so tightly they ground together and
challenged the pain in his fingers, muscles taut in his arms and
his chest constricted with the effort of ignoring that searing,
mind-blinding agony. A single chord, and only blind luck and the
fear of losing the one thing close to his heart had kept the guitar
from striking the floor. He’d caught it, managing somehow to avoid
gripping it with his fingers. Clutching the polished wood to his
bare chest, he’d lain beneath it, trembling on the floor.

The patterns raged through his mind,
arranging and changing, shifting and drawing his thoughts one way,
then dashing them back the other to shatter against his inability
to seek release. Crawling from that heap, he’d slipped the Fender
back into its case with a soft breath of relief and
frustration.

Now he watched the walls, saw the patterns on
the faded paper winding and swirling, and soaked his fingers in
Alka-Seltzer, bubbles long gone and the sting faded to a dull
throb. Even that throb, his heartbeat in counterpoint to the motion
behind his eyes, whispered of new progressions of chords to his
fevered brain and hinted melodies, left still-born as he forced his
thoughts away from them.

The phone rang. Shaver watched it, eyes
narrowing. He didn’t move to answer it at first. It would hurt. He
knew it would hurt, everyone with his number knew it would hurt.
The ringing continued, jarring and loud, and Shaver slowly slipped
his fingers from their lukewarm soak, growling and swinging his
legs over the side of the bed.

“Fuck you!” he growled at the phone. He
staggered to his feet and lurched across the room. Leaning in with
a curse, Shaver trapped the receiver between his chin and his
shoulder and lifted. It rose half an inch, then dropped. The
ringing stopped, and he stared at the phone, locked into that gray
area between maniacal laughter and mindless rage. Shaver drew back
his arm, already feeling the sweet release of slamming the phone
into the wall when the silence shattered again, and the insistent
ringing returned.

Shaver drove his palm down over the receiver,
held, waited, and gripped, doing all he could do to keep the tips
of his fingers from touching and finally he gained enough purchase
to lift the plastic handle from its cradle. He slid his hand
sideways quickly before the receiver could drop back over the phone
and cut off the ringing, only to bring it again. Another pattern,
this one broken.

He gripped the phone, gathered his thoughts,
and lifted, letting the receiver slip to his shoulder.

“What?” he said sharply.

At first nothing. Silence.

“If this is a wrong number I’ll hunt
you down and kill you like a dog,” Shaver said, his voice regaining
its rocking tone, the patterns of his thoughts shifting and merging
into a coherent pattern.

Soft laughter and a quick snort, then words.
Dexter. His words even and rhythmic. “Hey, man, how you
feeling?”

“I was fine until you made me pick up
this fucking phone,” Shaver answered, unable to keep his voice as
cold and distant as he wanted it and nearly laughing at himself for
trying. “Fuck! My fingers hurt, Dex. They hurt bad.”

“I told you to see a doctor, Shaver,
your bad call,” Dexter replied. Shaver could see the soft humor in
his friend’s eyes. No need to be there to know. Dexter always
smiled when he spoke, especially when he was right and saying, “I
told you so.”

“Fuck you,” Shaver said, smiling
outright.

“I’m coming over,” Dexter announced.
“Be there in ten minutes.”

Dial tone. No time for no, don’t you do
it, leave me alone, my fucking hand hurts. Just that. Coming
over, ten minutes.

Shaver dropped the receiver into its cradle
and turned, staring at his bed, and the wall, and smelling the
half-burned coffee from the kitchen. He couldn’t drink it, couldn’t
stand the thought of more energy, faster inner motion trapped
without a release valve. He stared at his hands, at the wrinkled,
pasty-white flesh he’d dangled so long—too long—in the lukewarm
water and chemical bandage.

Shaver kicked a pile of clothing on the
floor, dislodged a t-shirt, and grabbed it. Didn’t matter that it
had been worn once . . . twice . . . who knew. Didn’t matter that
it was one more interesting scent in the olfactory aura that was
his new world. It was a shirt.

He slipped it over his head, grimacing at the
necessary gripping and tugging. As it slid into place, he glanced
down. It was a black t-shirt, emblazoned with a brilliant white
caffeine molecule. He laughed suddenly and moved to the kitchen,
yanking the cord of the old, chrome-plated percolator from the
outlet and turning back to search for shoes and a pair of socks he
could bear to touch. Fucking Dexter.

The knock on the door found Shaver dressed
and waiting. No way he was letting anyone in to see how his world
was crumbling. Life was hell with no hands. Housework was out of
the question. He pulled the handle and grimaced, fighting the urge
to curse loudly, and forced a smile as Dexter’s grinning
face came into view.

“Hurt, didn’t it?” Dex asked with a
grin.

Shaver fought the urge to repeat his
suggestion of monosexuality. “Not at all,” he said, smiling. “Very
refreshing after the normality of a sense of touch that didn’t
fucking scream at me every time I used it.”

Dexter laughed, holding the door wide. “Fine,
I’ll close it, if you don’t mind. I don’t care if it hurts, but I
don’t deal well with close, soulful moments between men.”

Shaver didn’t say a word, just slipped past
Dexter’s slight form and into the hall beyond. The door closed with
a decisive click! Swell. Lost in the world with no hands but
Dexter’s, Dexter who thought it was funny.

“So,” Shaver said quickly, probably too
quickly, “where are we going?”

“Coffee,” Dexter said. No inflection,
no emotion. Just that one word.

“No,” Shaver replied. “No coffee. I
can’t.” He was silent for a long moment, and then the emotion
broke. “Dex, I can’t fucking play, man, I can’t do it. No
coffee.”

Dexter watched him carefully. “I have a
bottle of straight Tennessee corn whiskey, if you think that would
help more. Might take the edge off, make those fingers comfortably
numb. Either way, you have to come with me. I’ve been saving it.
Meant to call you right after Brandt freaked out. Meant to call you
after Synthia. Somehow, the bottle just sat there. Fucking
Mason jar, Shaver, just like in the movies.”

Shaver could barely keep from puking as it
was, and the thought of the alcohol, the thought of sipping, then
guzzling, his fingers tight and painful on the bottle, brought a
quick shake of his head. “Not tonight, Dexter. No whiskey, no
coffee.” His resolve was slipping, but his voice remained calm.

“Trust me,” Dexter replied. “You’re
going to need it.”

They slipped down the stairs and out to the
street with no further words. Shaver intoned an inner chant to his
own recalcitrant mind. “No coffee.” He knew he’d drink it if it
were placed before him, and knew equally well that Dexter would do
so without a thought. The patterns still shifted before his eyes,
sidewalk cracks and road-lines, but as long as he moved, it didn’t
seem quite as nauseating.

Dexter didn’t have a car. Shaver had a
battered old Mustang, but he couldn’t drive with no hands, and he
let no one but himself touch the old Ford. They walked quickly, in
step, down the street toward the Bean & Buzz. Dex was silent,
habitually so, but this time it bugged the shit out of Shaver. Drag
him into the world, order him toward coffee he couldn’t handle,
then just walk off down the street like nothing was different from
any other day.

Shaver hurried his steps. He came even with
Dexter, grabbed the drummer’s shoulder, winced, drew his hand back,
and stepped up even more quickly. “What the fuck, Dex?” Shaver
spoke sharply, suddenly angry. “What happened? You hear from
Calvin? Synthia called? I’ve been in that house for a long time,
man, sitting—watching the patterns on the walls run into guitar
leads I can’t play and emptying into the carpet. Alone. Nothing
from you for a fucking week, man. Why now?”

Dexter kept walking, hands pressed tight and
deep into his pockets. They moved on another block, and another,
before he broke the silence.

“I found the song, Shaver,” he said
softly.

Shaver stopped in his tracks and just watched
as Dex moved off down the sidewalk. His eyes narrowed. He didn’t
follow Dexter down the sidewalk. He didn’t move at all, just stood,
and watched, and waited.

Dexter moved half a block farther before he
turned and looked back. He did not smile. “You coming?”

Shaver hesitated. His mind screamed at him to
turn and leave. His room, another hot Alka-Seltzer soak, and his
bed until oblivion claimed him for another day, and another, until
his fingertips could feel again and his hands could grip the neck
of his guitar. Shaver watched Dexter’s face and frowned hard,
brushing his fingers back through his hair in a nervous gesture
that made him gasp in pain.

“Jesus, Dex.” he said. “You find the
fucking song now?”

Dexter didn’t say a word. He turned and
headed off down the street again, leaving Shaver to follow, or not.
His steps were even and measured. Everything about Dexter was
rhythm, syncopated animation with a subtle back-beat of unkempt,
street-wise cool. Dex could carry that down-and-out prophet look
that evaded others so easily, making them look like bums, or
poseurs.

Shaver cursed, tried to stick his hands into
his pockets, failed, and growled his frustration. He followed in
silence, his feet subconsciously moving in subtly varied patterns,
as if even in the act of walking he could play lead to Dexter’s
rhythm. As if his feet could make up for ruined hands and allow
some warped release to the notes reverberating through his skull.
He entered the Bean & Buzz on Dexter’s heels.

“Hey!” Soft, feminine voice with a
southern lilt floating from the left as a sudden wave of warm flesh
and sweet perfume wrapped Shaver almost tight enough to
remove the stench of days without a shower.

“Hey yourself, Liz,” Shaver grunted,
fighting to keep her tightening embrace from finding his hands and
bringing an unmanly yelp of pain. “Long time.”

She pulled back, feather-light blonde hair
dancing around her face and her eyes bright. “Not because I
have been hiding, lover. What’s up with you, anyway? I haven’t seen
you since . . .”

“Not now,” Shaver answered, reaching to
hold a finger to her lips . . . hesitating as his hand came into
sight, wrinkled from the soak and raw from the cuts. He tried to
draw it back but she was too quick for him, slender fingers
capturing his wrist neatly and turning it, inspecting.

The flash in her eyes moved from warmth to
anger in seconds, mercurial and lovely. “You stupid bastard. Don’t
you care about anything?”

Before Shaver could answer, she was turning
to Dexter. “Don’t just stand there,” she said sharply. “Didn’t you
see his hands? Go tell Maggie you need the first aid kit.”

“I told him to go to a doctor.” Dexter
smiled thinly, obviously annoyed at the interruption. “Can’t help
it if he’s dense as granite, now, can I?”

For the first time Shaver got a look at
Dexter in the light and he gasped. His friend was gaunt and pale.
The rock-star image had melted into the drummer’s skin and drained
away the color. Somehow, it seemed less significant that Shaver’s
hands hurt, and he’d been alone for a week. Patterns shifted in the
omnipresent cloud of billowing tobacco and clove smoke that slid up
from the ashtrays lining the bar. The colored lights that lined the
mirrored panels just below the ceiling shimmered through that white
haze and Shaver took half a step forward, stumbling. If Liz hadn’t
had him by the arm, he’d have pitched headlong.

Dexter didn’t move, and as Shaver regained
his balance, something sounded in his mind, deep inside, where the
colors faded and the patterns shifted to symmetrical perfection,
sliding in spirals down and down. Into Dexter’s eyes. The patterns
shifted again, marring the perfection he’d glimpsed, and it was too
much. The soft lilting strains of a song Shaver could remember
clearly, and yet could not quite bring to the surface of his mind,
dragged at him, holding his lips pressed tightly together, denying
sound, denying him the output of any of it, drawing him inward
instead, down the spiral. His hands/face meeting the floor never
even registered.

The soft plastic of the booth was cool
against his cheek and Shaver could hear voices close by, music in
the background, the jukebox and Eve 6 competing with snatches
of—something—that he couldn’t quite shake from his mind, cobwebs of
memory and something more. He tried to sit up, first mistake in a
slow reintroduction to pain. Nausea swept through him, and he
turned his face to the side, but did not lose what he had not
eaten, only gasped and clenched his lips/eyes tightly.

“Easy, Shaver.” Liz’s voice, calm,
reassuring, and worried. Why was she so worried? It occurred to
Shaver to mention to her that she’d not called or come by either.
Then the rest of the pain reminded him where he was, and what had
happened. His head throbbed in time to the beat as the band reached
the break, the softly chanted words sifting through the speakers
and his thoughts.

I am the one you don’t know you need, ‘til
you can’t feed your ego. . . .

He righted himself in a slow, lurching
motion. As his hands met the booth, he flinched, but was surprised
to find the pain much less than anticipated. Shaver stared dumbly
at his bandaged fingers, each neatly bound in gauze and tape, the
tell-tale seep of iodine reminding him of the dried blood, nearly
sending him to darkness again in a vertiginous rush of déjà
vu.

“Fuck,” he said softly. “What happened?
I feel like I was clubbed in the head with a brick.”

“Not exactly.” Dexter’s voice from
across the table. “You clubbed yourself with the floor. Not the
most graceful act I’ve ever seen, but it got you to hold still long
enough for Liz to take care of your hands.”

A sudden shift of air ushered three steaming
mugs of coffee onto the table and Shaver groaned out loud. He waved
feebly, but his hands were gently brushed aside, and the strong,
pungent caffeine and steam magic wound their way up his nostrils
and through his senses. Shaver cursed softly and sat back.

Dexter met his friend’s gaze for just a
second, and then stared down at his hands, and his own coffee,
fingers drumming nervously. “You heard it.” Not a question: a
statement, blunt and matter-of-fact profound.

Shaver made no move or sound of
acknowledgment. The truth floated in the air between them. Dexter
knew. Liz knew, though she had no idea what they were talking
about. Fuck, he couldn’t even get the echoes to stop reverberating
around in his head long enough to wonder how Dexter
knew.

The silence thickened, and Shaver frowned. He
curled his bandaged fingers around the coffee mug and lifted it
slowly, already flinching from images of steaming liquid splashing
off his lap. He had no confidence in the gauze-bound fingers,
fingers that served him as no other part of his body, bringing the
sounds and patterns together, now barely able to lift the cup and
bring it to his lips. His eyes brimmed with sudden tears and he
cursed softly as he realized he couldn’t even hold the cup in one
hand and use the other to brush them away. He felt Liz’s fingers
brush his cheek and the hot flush of shame at his helplessness.

Dexter still hadn’t looked up, hadn’t seen
the tear, or the shame, and suddenly Shaver was angry. More angry
than he could ever remember being. He slapped the coffee onto the
table, feeling the hot sting as the dark liquid splashed over the
back of his hand.

“Why Dex?” he asked, voice low and
dangerous. “Why now? “

Dexter’s head tilted back with a lightning
quick motion, eyes wide, staring—empty. “It isn’t my song, Shaver.
I can hear it. Fuck, I might be able to play it bro, and my
song might be there too, hiding in the background, but this one is
you. What else could I do?”

Shaver stared. His heart was hammering,
kicked into gear by the coffee.

“You know what I mean,” Dexter
continued. “That first night, when Brandt went off on that guitar
like the Devil was working the strings. That wasn’t my song, or
yours. It wasn’t even Brandt’s, not at first. It grew into him
slowly, and by the time he walked out that door there wasn’t a lick
of pain left in that boy that wasn’t bared to the universe. Same
with Syn. I wanted to ask her what she saw. I wanted to know who
she reached for, kneeling on that stage, but the song . . . it
wouldn’t let me. Wouldn’t let me do a thing but see things I was
never meant to see, and I can still hear it. That never stops now.
You hear it too.”

Dex was silent again for a long moment, gaze
dropping to his coffee once more. “You listen close, Shaver. That
song is you.”

“Excuse me,” Liz cut in, breaking the
sudden silence. “What the hell are you two talking about? What
song?”

Shaver let out the breath he hadn’t meant to
hold and sank back against the booth. The anger melted away in a
sudden flood of memory. He closed his eyes, trying to dredge up an
answer that would make sense. Nothing came, so he opted for the
beginning . . . fuck, where else would he start?

“Me and Dex,” Shaver said, “have always
had a theory. There are songs: good songs, bad songs, in between.
More songs every day, and still they come. Each is different, even
if only a little bit. Each is important. Like people. It works on a
series of levels.

“One level, you got your pop rock,
elevator music, mindless crap that sounds nice but gives you
nothing. Lots of other levels. Sometimes it is so good . . . so
fucking close. You were there.” Shaver turned to Liz. “You were
there when Brandt played. You heard it, just like we
did.”

Liz’s eyes clouded. Her expression grew
vague, and she nodded slowly. “I heard . . . something. It was
good, damned good. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anything like it,
but . . .” She grew silent, and Shaver watched her, waiting.

“She heard it on a different level too,
bro,” Dexter cut in. “I’ve talked to at least a dozen others who
were there, both nights. Everyone heard something. Everyone was
blown away. No one gets it. First night they were feeling closer to
God. Second night, it was . . . weird. Third night, now? They think
it was one ‘kick-ass-fucking-concert’ and ‘it’s too bad that
fucking Brandt guy weirded out, man, you guys were going
places.’”

“What are you talking about?” Shaver
growled, anger bubbling up again. “‘Kick-ass-fucking-concert?’
That? My gut hurt for a week after hearing that. And the . . .
dreams. We talked about the fucking dreams, Dex. Who were those
people?”

“I don’t know, bro,” Dexter answered.
“All I know is, I heard what I heard, you heard what I heard,
others heard what they heard. Not the same, and for them it fades.
Some deal, huh? They get the experience, the pain, the music, and
then they get their lives back.”

Liz pushed back from the table suddenly. “You
saying I can’t hear what you hear?” she asked, angry. “You think
you’re fucking special for beating those damned drums senseless
every night?”

“It isn’t like that,” Shaver said
softly. He thought for a moment, sliding his arms clumsily around
her shoulders, drawing her against his side and flinching as his
fingers pressed to her shoulder. “You know how it is when you
draw?”

Liz softened perceptibly when he mentioned
the art. The murals that covered the walls inside and out at the
Bean & Buzz were hers. She hadn’t heard the music, but somehow
Shaver knew he’d found a way to explain it to her.

“You ever wonder why you can give the
same blank page and pencil to me, Dexter, and half the bar, draw a
picture, and none of them can see it the way you do? None of them
gets it. They might make something that looked vaguely like what
you saw and drew. They might even have an image of their own with
some power behind it. They can’t draw what you draw. Most people
can see things fine and can’t draw them at all. It’s like that with
the music.”

“But lots of people can draw,” Liz
said.

“Not like you, Liz,” Dexter threw in.
“Not like you. You ever see something in your head and fight to get
it out on paper, or a wall, and fail, and curse and try again, and
again, and even though it is great, and everyone loves it, you
can’t get what you want . . . until it hurts deep inside, eating at
your thoughts and stealing your dreams?”

Liz started, eyes shifting to Dexter’s. She
nodded, unable to speak.

“You are trying to draw the song,”
Shaver said. “That’s what we’re talking about. The one song behind
it all. The one perfect pattern that blends each piece perfectly.
Everything has a pattern.”

“And no one can pin it down, no matter
how clearly they hear it, or see it,” Dexter added. “That was the
theory, anyway. Brandt fucked that up, then Syn. You’d think it
would make me feel better, knowing perfection exists, that it can
be attained, but it doesn’t.”

Dexter glanced up, eyes deep and filled with
pain that struck Shaver physically, quick withdrawal and reaching
with throbbing fingers for the coffee, drinking in a failed attempt
to hide the intrusion into his friend’s mind. His own gaze dropped
as he lifted the cup, locked to the swirling liquid and soft
steam-stream that shifted over his cheeks. Hot burn of the cup
through his gauze-bandaged fingers throbbing in time with the beat
of his heart, winding down into other beats, soft and shivering
quickly through his mind. He tasted the rich black coffee and
quickly lowered the cup to the table.

The music Shaver had heard earlier shivered
through him, deep burn searing through his soul but he ignored it,
refused to grip the edges of the pattern. Madness. That was what
insanity felt like. He knew it, sudden and sure, like the pain when
he’d pressed that chord out of his guitar. Like falling and the hot
scrape of palms on concrete, skin eaten and nerves exposed. Like
staring into Dexter’s eyes and knowing the pattern was not
controlled, but controlling, eating Dex from the inside out.

“How can I help, Dex?” Shaver asked.
“What the fuck can I do? I can’t hum a tune to save the
universe, and my fingers are so much chopped meat. Without my
guitar, I can’t even come close to that song.”

“I know,” Dex answered slowly, “but
somehow it matters that you are here. I told you, bro, it isn’t my
song I hear. It isn’t Brandt’s or Syn’s echoing in my head, much as
I’d like to think it is. It’s yours. I could tell you all the pain
those other songs dragged out of me. I could tell you it was about
us, but it isn’t. This time it’s you, Shaver. All you.”

Liz grabbed Shaver suddenly. “Don’t you freak
out on me. Don’t you dare fucking play some weird-assed song and
head off into the sunset.” She hit him then, a hard, pounding shot
to the shoulder that shifted him in his seat, sloshing hot coffee
over his bandaged hand and only a soft “O” of his lips to mark the
passage of pain.

“Don’t worry Liz,” Dexter’s voice,
haunted, half-empty, half sharp-edged determination, “not going to
let that happen. Not going to be left here either, not again. I
don’t have any reason to believe it, but I’m going on the
possibility that I hear the music because I’m meant to. That it
will mean something to me. That I’ll understand why one night I’m
laying down rhythm for a half-assed band with a drunken singer and
the next I’m caboose on the blues train, headed out of town and
into some fucked-up, magic place I can’t even
see.”

“What do you want from me?” Shaver
said, voice whisper-thin and riding the edge of breakdown. His
hands shook, throbbing pain of the torn skin joined with the steady
burn from the hot coffee soaking the bandages.

“You tell me,” Dexter replied, “what
the song is about. Tell me what Brandt dragged out of you that
night, what Syn chased through your memory and back again. Tell me
what made you want to press your fingers through those strings so
tightly that it robbed you of the one thing that gives you
release.”

Shaver pressed back into the seat of the
booth, head shaking and eyes widening, then closing, hooded by lids
striving suddenly and desperately to shut out the world. He shook
his head, lips parting to speak and falling short of sound. He
could feel those moments, those notes that had rippled through him:
more than notes, images and dreams, memories and themes of pain and
a childhood he had been running from full-tilt since his mother
died. Since he was ten. Since the patterns had shifted, deep
inside, and he’d begun a frantic quest to rearrange them into
something sane.

“I can’t,” Shaver said at
last.

“You can’t not, bro,” Dexter
said sharply. “Hell, you think all this has grabbed us by the
privates by accident? Time to move on, or go mad. I heard a whisper
of a voice when Brandt was playing. Old voice, old and harsh and .
. . deep. Wasn’t talking to me, but just that one moment, I heard
it. No way I was tellin’ anyone about that, not as weird as things
were, but I’ve been thinking a lot about what was said.”

Shaver whispered, “There were a lot of people
there. You could have heard any one of them . . . could have been
fucking Brandt, for all you know.”

Dex shook his head, but before he could
speak, Liz leaned forward, eyes too bright and hands clasped around
her coffee. “What did you hear, Dex? What did they say?”

“Crossroads, or crosshairs, all the
same. No way outta the pain ‘cept t’rough da music,
boy.”

Dexter’s voice had deepened as he spoke, and
the intonation, the inflection, and Deep-South drawl sent a shiver
racing so quickly up Shaver’s spine he nearly spilled his coffee
again. He didn’t. He grabbed it, fingers pain-tight, wrapped as if
they might press through the porcelain of the mug, and he drew the
cup to his lips, drained it, warm-bitter liquid washing down his
throat and failing to drown the memories. The table, Dexter, even
Liz, who had gripped his arm again as he leaned back, all
fast-fading as he fought to bury the should-be-dead images.

“No.” A single word to draw him back
and his mind gripping it tightly, desperate claw-sharp
concentration clutching tightly to sanity. Eyes closing trapdoor
tight on the visions and his palms flat on the table . . . muscles
taut in his arms and throat constricted. Then it receded. Not gone.
Not less intense, but the pattern solidified, long soft breath
returning his mind to him and with it his voice. “More
coffee.”

Dex or Liz must have signaled the waitress,
because the coffee appeared, clean mug and fresh wash of hot steam
over his cheeks. Shaver never looked up. His thoughts whirled with
the dark liquid. Walls were crumbling inside, memories shifting
from archived never-open-even-on-Christmas nightmares to vivid
present tense.

“Mom died when I was ten,” Shaver said
at last. “Dad died, at least the part of him that mattered, about
the same time. I wanted him to live.”

The room shifted. Shaver lifted and tilted the mug
once more, but he barely tasted the coffee. His gaze was fastened
on Dexter’s face, or a point far, far beyond it and out of sight.
He felt Liz’s hand lying gently on his shoulder, but the warmth and
closeness brought no comfort. It was a disassociated, random
connection, lost in the moment, a moment puzzle-pieced together
from memories and dreams.

The funeral parlor surfaced in his mind, a
dark, surreal chamber filled with endless elongated shadows that
were softened only by the eerie light of scattered candles. Men and
women, some known, some dark phantom-masks as disconnected as the
knowledge that his mother would not be coming home to cook supper,
or breakfast, or anything—ever—roamed aimlessly about, their voices
a low hum of white noise. Shaver had bounced from room to room,
avoiding one set of eyes after another, searching, always, for his
father’s dark-gray suit and ruffled hair. Watching for the light at
the end of a darkness that crept deeper and deeper into his heart
with each passing “I’m so sorry” from uncaring lips.

There had been nothing of his mother in that
place. No light. No laughter or soft, floral smells. There had been
grim music and the cloying sweetness of lilies. The over-perfumed
wakes of black-clad women who wept for their own pain. And in the
corner, like a silent sentinel, the guitar case, leaning almost
casually against an empty casket. He tried not to look in that
direction, tried to move away and into another room, but the moment
sucked him in like a vacuum.

Fingers gripped his shoulder and too-strong
perfume washed over him in a nauseating wave. Hen-like voices
clucked encouragement in his ear as others droned on about what a
wonderful boy he was and how his mother would be proud and would
see/hear him from a better place and his muscles straining to push
him back, failing, as he was seated center-stage at the
death-masque Ritz. They didn’t want to hear him play. They didn’t
think his mother was listening, either. Most of them had barely
known her. They wanted him to draw them back to life. They thought
the cute little boy with the shiny guitar could revitalize their
depressed lives, death staring them too close in the face for
comfort, and his life stronger, just beginning.

Shaver searched the dark wash of faces for
his father. He found only strangers, glittering eyes, and
grim-tight half-smiles devoid of emotion. Frantically, driven,
Shaver slipped his gaze from one to the next, back and on again.
Someone had pressed the guitar into his hands, the sunburst finish
catching the flickering light and licking at the periphery of his
sight. His fingers gripped the neck of the instrument grimly. No
comfort there, but the patterns coalesced, the candlelight and
eye-flicker dance of life, and something inside shifted.

Shaver felt the strings beneath his fingers.
He closed his eyes and smelled the lilies, the sickening backdrop
of formaldehyde and salt-scented tears. The macabre strains of the
organ had faded. Even the omnipresent backdrop of whispered
comments had quieted. The world was silent, and only the squeal of
Shaver’s nails over the strings of the old Epiphone acoustic broke
the silence, sliding up and down, up and down, trying to decide
what to play.

He didn’t want to play for them. He didn’t
want to do anything for/with/around them. He wanted his mother. He
wanted his father to come to him and tell him it was okay, but it
was not his father who moved closer. The crowd moved in, gathering
close as if it would help . . . as if it would not be the most
claustrophobic, breath-stealing thing they could do, and Shaver
gripped the strings more tightly still, eyes closing.

He let his fingers form the first chord,
knowing halfway through that A Minor was what he would play, why,
and to whom. He didn’t know the name of the song. He didn’t know
where it had come from, when, or why, but it blossomed in his mind
and blotted out the room and the stiff, white-faced mannequin that
could not be his mother, laying ten yards away in a wooden box, and
the image of his father’s dead, uncaring face. It blocked out
whispered regrets hung in the heavy air by voices trying
desperately to prove they cared about someone they barely knew. It
erased the memory of the priest’s words, spoken in memory of
someone Shaver had never known. Salvation was assured for that
someone, but Shaver had known his mother, and it wasn’t so cut and
dried.

He slid from the A Minor into C and onward,
each note flowing from his memory and blending with its
predecessors, mimicking the strains of long-memorized melody. Late
nights and his room, dark and empty except his toys, macabre
half-shadows dangling over the edges of his toy box and slipping
stuffed limbs from under his bed. Nights where amber bottles and
wine goblets had stolen both father and mother, and the ominous
squeaking of the springs in their bed had kept Shaver rooted in
place, unable to go to them for protection, or comfort. The music
was always the same on those nights: too loud, walls and floor and
bed vibrating in shimmering counterpoint.

There was a shuffle of feet as the tune
manifested itself. As the blues-based country twang shivered off
his strings and into the dead-formaldehyde-soaked air. Appropriate?
That was the question they wouldn’t ask, but stared into one
another’s eyes. Now? Here? Why? No answer from Shaver but the
notes, pure and clean, cleaner than he’d ever played them.

His eyes rose slowly from the floor and he
searched. He shifted from face to face, figure to figure, and found
the doorway and his father’s eyes, windows within that doorway,
open wide and staring. In that second, they linked. In that moment
and that song, they understood one another as human beings and men
and not mythical super-hero father to son. Shaver drank in the pain
and his father shared the music. For that instant. Then, with a
snap that nearly tore out Shaver’s heart, his father turned away,
slipping from the room, and he was alone. Alone with the strangers,
and the music, and he ran.

He didn’t run away from the room, he ran to
the music. He ran through the music. He dove through the
notes, driving them before him like a frightened herd of cattle.
The tempo raced with his thoughts, and the thoughts fueled his
heartbeat. He wanted his fingers to fail. Wanted it to end in a
tangle of bone and flesh so he could smash the guitar on the floor
and run from the room, but it wouldn’t happen. Faster, and faster
still, chasing his mother’s memory through the room, searching and
seeking with flying fingers caressing and milking the strings in
ways he couldn’t even begin to understand.

His eyes were locked to the doorway. The
empty doorway. He played, and he played harder, faster, and again,
doubling and redoubling in his effort to bring his father back . .
. to elongate that moment into a lifetime together. The white-noise
rumble of the rest of the world intruded slowly, and he knew they
would stop him, would take the guitar and the song and the moment,
and none of the bastards even knew why he was playing. Hank
Williams Senior two speeds above 45 and at least an eight on the
Richter scale of his heart. Why wouldn’t he come BACK?

Then hands gripped his arms, the guitar, drawing him
off the stool and away toward the back rooms, toward the food and
the restrooms and the exit, mother left behind to be forgotten and
twisted by the words of uncaring strangers, and his father fading
into his own gray cloud.

Shaver looked up suddenly. His hands were
pressed too tightly to the cup and the hot coffee had burned him.
He did not release it. He gathered his thoughts, closed his eyes,
then opened them again to find Dexter staring at him strangely. He
felt a sharp pain, twisted quickly, sloshing coffee over his
fingers again, and realized with a start it was Liz. Her nails bit
deep into the flesh of his shoulder, and he felt her shaking. Even
his twist failed to fully dislodge her.

“Liz,” he said softly, then again, more
loudly, “Liz, let go for fuck’s sake. Are you trying to put
my whole arm out of commission?”

Liz drew back suddenly, as if she’d been
struck, or stuck her finger into a light socket. Shaking her head
from side to side, eyes wide, she pulled back across the booth.
“How . . . how did you do that?” she asked, trembling so violently
that the coffee shook and spilled gently over the rims of their
cups, pooling on the table top and shivering in endless
ripples.

“What?” Shaver’s mind was slowly
clearing, but he had no clear recollection of anything past the
delivery of the coffee he still held painfully tight.

“Where was that place?” Dex asked.
“Shaver, where the fuck was that place?”

Comprehension dawned. They had seen. Shaver
would have bet his life that he hadn’t spoken, but somehow his
thoughts had taken up the slack where his voice left off. Or had
they? Maybe he’d told them the story after all . . . who the fuck
knew?

“He never came back,” Shaver said,
rather than answering directly. He lifted the coffee to his lips,
tipped the cup, and grimaced as the still-hot liquid slid in and
down. “Not really. He was there, bought me clothes, and paid for
the food. Had a lady come in three times a week and clean up the
mess. I saw him exactly one hour each day and sometimes on the
weekends. He never talked much, never about Mom at all.”

Dexter’s eyes danced oddly, and his lip
trembled. Softly, shaking from within, as if fighting against
impossible pressure—failing—leaning back and chuckling.

Shaver watched him in shock, unable to react
as the drummer rolled slowly into a ball, laughing, then harder,
tears rolling down his cheeks. He felt his cheeks redden. “What?
What the fuck is so funny?”

Dexter didn’t answer, couldn’t answer or
speak, could only roll tighter on the seat, chin tucked to his
chest and doing all he could to silence the maniacal laughter
washing through him. Liz, mesmerized, somehow regained control of
herself and slid back across the seat, pressing up against Shaver’s
side and leaning her head on his shoulder, gaze locked on Dexter’s
quivering form.
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He had the gift to play the blues.
The cost was the pain of the world.
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