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“Wow! This is a little nicer place than we’re used to, huh?”
Mike said this as he lugged a plastic garbage can laden with cymbal and microphone stands through the back door of the Black Rock Club. Ahead of him, Frank stood in the center of the room, arms crossed, looking all around at crystal chandeliers and polished woodwork. Most of the bars where they set up to play were decorated by beer posters, neon signs, license plates, animal heads; the usual American drunkard bric-a-brac. Such ornamentation was not only unnecessary on the warm oak paneling of the place, it would have been barbaric.
“You sure this, ah, is a good fit for us?” Mike set down the garbage can, its contents clattering against each other, and stood by his bandmate. Soon both heads tilted upward, scanning left and right.
“The guy said he saw our website and thought we’d be perfect. Maybe this is ‘slum-it’ night for them.”
Nick finally came through the back door, guitar case in either hand, ballcap pulled low to his eyebrows. He regarded the other two for a minute, then scanned around for the setup area. Seeing no stage, he made his way over to a spot opposite the bar that looked like it had been cleared off.
Frank continued to goggle around the room, and finally shook his head. His hair was longest of the three, Cobain-style according to Nick, but to Mike it seemed more like Gish-era Corgan-style. A stray lock flopped into his eyes, but he didn’t seem to care. “Hopefully we get to see him pretty soon. I don’t think he was the guy that let us in.”
“Yeah, I hope not,” responded Mike. “That dude didn’t look like he was all there. If he’s running a club like this, I need to look for a CEO job somewhere.”
Nick had gone back outside for another load without a word. It was as if he’d fully expected this fine, eighteenth-century country club atmosphere at every place they played. The other two didn’t take things in stride as easily, especially Mike, who’d been wondering if it was time to give up on the whole band thing. He was afraid to tell Frank, who fully embraced the life. The bass-playing singer looked like a musician, acted like one, certainly lived like one, right down to the ramen-noodle and Milwaukee’s Best diet, but Mike had just begun his senior year in college and still had a legitimate shot at a real career. A professional life presented a siren’s call of stability, but Mike realized that if he got an actual career started, that would be it for music. No more Tuesday night gigs where they didn’t get back in until four in the morning; certainly no more skipping class for a mid-day rehearsal or to get a jump on a long drive for a gig on the other side of the state.
But this night wasn’t the time to face that conundrum; another gig beckoned, and the next night was Saturday, so he could go the rest of the weekend without confronting his future.
At least he’d been smart enough to stay unattached, faking like he didn’t understand what was implied by the playfulness of some of the girls he ‘hung out’ with. The last thing he needed was a wife and a kid like his brother had collected by his senior year.
Nick hefted a PA speaker through the door, heaving it up every three or four steps with his thigh. “You two having a nice nap over there?”
They turned to face him, Frank a little annoyed at the barb, Mike amazed at Nick’s refusal to acknowledge the finery that surrounded them. But, hey, he was Nick, always a little oblivious. And besides, he had a point. This was a gig, and one of the best-paying ones they’d had, and it didn’t matter if they were doing it in a church or a nursery—they still were a long way off from having a road crew.
<+>
Mike was still tweaking with his drum set when the club owner came in. Or maybe he was the manager; either way the guy was obviously in charge. He had on a pair of dark slacks and wore a golf shirt under a sport jacket; the combination probably qualified as ‘casual’ for him. His black news-anchor hair sat over a face that betrayed both age and youth. His impeccable, thin black goatee looked like an attempt to tip the scale back toward youth.
The man nodded at the other two and approached the drums, probably because Mike had the shortest hair on his head and none on his face. He reached out and greeted the musician with a handshake, pressing a cold, dry palm into his. “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said directly to Mike, “I’m Mister Stephenson, the manager.” He pronounced it Steffen-son, but an aura of phoniness about him suggested his forebears had pronounced it the right way. “You must be Mister Patten?”
Frank straightened up and approached the stranger. “I’m Frank Patten.” He didn’t offer his hand, but reciprocated when Stephenson offered his. Mike was relieved that the bassist didn’t slip him the fish. A well-paying gig, and the potential for others, took precedence over being a smartass to authority. “I was the one you spoke with about the booking.”
Stephenson recovered nicely. His smile, as genuine as the wood dashboard of their van, sent eels of unease slithering up Mike’s neck. Maybe the incongruity of the band in this club wearing tee shirts and jeans projected an insincerity on Stephenson that didn’t truly exist. There was, however, something a little off about their host’s appearance. His eyes, almost black, might have been tinted to match his hair and goatee.
The proprietor continued, oblivious to it all, going over details and particulars that were usually so obvious that they didn’t need to be discussed. They’d go from nine to one, taking a ten minute break every hour, keeping the good stuff in reserve until ten-thirty or so, being certain to pull out a couple of slow songs around a quarter to one to get everybody in the mood to quit drinking and leave. Mike couldn’t get over how well Frank listened and nodded like every bar owner needed to iron out these ‘critical’ details before a gig. Usually the bassist would at least let a little sarcasm creep into his responses, but he was abnormally forgiving tonight. Had to be the money.
Finally Stephenson was done, and Mike found himself relieved that the odd little man didn’t ask Frank to repeat everything back to him, like his mom made him do when she sent him to the convenience store for stuff. Instead, he nodded professionally and concluded the exchange by taking a couple of steps backward and extending his arms magnanimously. “I have a great feeling about tonight. They’re going to love you for certain!” He ended this declaration with a little Broadway half-shuffle, which he swung merrily into a looping, bouncy gait toward the doorway behind the bar.
The bandmates watched the guy leave, and as the door closed, Mike expected Frank to go off. Instead, the first to pipe up was Nick, who had been intently re-stringing his Les Paul during the entire exchange. “Weird little guy, ain’t he?” he asked his fretboard.
That seemed to defuse Frank, who broke out in a goofy smile. “Yeah, it’s gonna be interesting to see who actually shows up to this.”
<+>
They set up, did a sound check, and ducked out for a quick bite to eat. Mike hated putting more miles on the van, but walking was out of the question; the place was a good five minutes from the nearest town, which wasn’t exactly a metropolis. Luckily there was a Runza there, and they were already feeling flush with the money they were going to get in a few hours. Frank even got a double cheeseburger, and had them add bacon to it. Mike, whose metabolism hadn’t yet slowed, was confident he’d be batting cleanup. He doubted Frank had tried eating a real meal in a long time.
“So how you think they’re going to make money off us?”
Frank looked at Mike like it was the craziest question he’d ever heard. “Does it matter? I’m more worried about how we’re going to make money off of them.”
“That’s exactly my point. They pay us a grand, let’s say they even charge a five-dollar cover. Figure thirty, forty people there, that’s about what we average for a bar show, and they pay the cover then buy thirty bucks worth of drinks, the guy barely clears enough even if he’s not paying for booze.”
Frank looked at him for a second, maybe trying to crunch those numbers, but giving up quickly. “Yeah, so, that’s why bars go out of business all the time.”
Mike had to agree with that statement. He pictured a row of dominoes on a table. Every time somebody opened up a new bar, wanted to be their own boss or get free drinks or whatever, it was like another domino got put on the table. Eventually, the table got full, but new dominoes keep coming in, so one falls off the edge, and it’s a never ending cycle; one goes in, one comes out, the circle of life, baby. Usually a band was asked back because of the people they brought in: friends, family, maybe even some actual fans, perish the thought, could swell the ranks of a Friday night crowd beyond what a jukebox or DJ could do. Unfortunately, this was one of those other-side-of-the-state gigs that was too far away for any of their people, or probably even their reputation, to make it.
“Still, I’m thinking a place willing to pay us a grand oughta make decent money for the night so they want us back. If we pulled in a hundred head or so, they’d be thinking they need to have us for regulars.”
“Yeah, if we can keep Mister Foofy back there from grabbing my ass.” Frank grinned as he said it; he liked odd characters more than he cared to admit.
“Oh, come on, a guy can’t care about his appearance a little?” But Mike smirked too.
Nick, who’d had his face buried in a burger, paused his meal long enough to sing the Sexual Harassment Panda ditty from South Park. It got them laughing so hard that Frank almost got a hamburger chunk up his nose.
Several local girls had been eating and gabbing in a nearby booth, and, probably on a dare, the leader of the pack approached them. “You guys on a road trip or something?” She was blond, and cute, but unfortunately it was little-girl cute and not hot-woman cute; Mike doubted she was even out of high school.
She looked right at Mike; with his faded gray eyes, good looks, and don’t-care-if-I-get-laid demeanor, he could have all the women he could handle if he bothered. Early in their friendship, before the band had been together very long, Frank once asked his drummer if he liked girls, not that there was anything wrong with that if he didn’t, but he just wanted to know. Mike had told him he had several problems, none of which were the dreaded G-word. Despite being able to convey an outgoing appearance, he was actually very shy. On top of that, he visualized how much a steady girlfriend would complicate his already complex life—all self inflicted, he understood—and to top it all off, he had reverse beer goggles. The more he drank, the uglier women got. If true, Frank replied, they could make a fortune if they isolated that gene.
So it was Frank that responded, outgoing Frank, who thought he was uglier than he really was but didn’t care because he understood most women got past looks after about five minutes of conversation. “No, we’re actually in town to play a little music at a place down the road. You girls looking for something to do tonight?
She laughed, talking to the bassist now but still stealing glances over at Mike. “Oh, we’ve got stuff going on, but we might go out and take a look if it gets boring. Where you at? The Iron Horse or Dub’s?”
Frank shook his head dismissively. “No, we’re out at the Black Rock Club.”
Mike expected any of a number of reactions; surprise, awe, maybe even curiosity at why a posh place like that would want an actual jeans-and-tee-shirt band, but what he didn’t expect was the blank look. She deflated, and in turn the entire room got taken down a notch.
“Huh. Must be new. I’ve never heard of it. Is that over in Johnson County?”
“No…” Frank couldn’t hide the confusion. “It’s just about four or five miles out of town on that paved county road. Uh … anyways, if you girls get a chance, come on by. We’re playing ‘til one.”
Her blank look had gotten even more blank when Frank said paved road. She lamely said they just might, if whatever party they were already going to turned out to be a dog, but Mike knew she didn’t mean it.
“Well,” Nick interjected, not seeming to care if the girls heard or not, “that was a little weird.”
<+>
Mike half expected the paved road they had taken into town to be gone when they finished eating, but it was still there, smooth and neatly painted, still new enough that the blacktop hadn’t faded into gray. Frank stuck to technical talk: ‘So we switch to Too Hard to Handle after the second chorus of Walk This Way, or is it the third one?’ and things of that nature.
When they arrived at the Black Rock Club, it was eight thirty; just enough time to scope the place and its patrons out, figure out if they needed to drop some of the more recent songs and switch in some easy old twelve-bar stuff, do a quick sound check to make sure nobody had messed with the settings they had left behind before dinner, and start playing.
A few cars occupied the stalls out front; most of them large land-yachts like Crown Victorias and such. That didn’t bode well for the evening, all these old-people cars, but you never knew; all it took was for one cool guy in a small town to start driving a certain type of car and pretty soon all the other guys followed suit. There weren’t any little Hondas or Minis, and Frank gravely judged that there wouldn’t be any ladies to romance with his singing.
The back door was still open, so Mike parked the van tail-in by it so they could easily pack all their gear back up when they were done.
The place continued to exude an air of entitlement, but thankfully the patrons weren’t all wearing dinner jackets and evening dresses. In fact, it looked like any Friday night crowd in a good neighborhood: twenty- and thirty-somethings dressed nicely but casually, and no beaten-down-by-life or biker types at the bars like they saw in some of the older neighborhoods. They clustered in groups, very few couples sitting by themselves, and although there was something odd about the entire picture that they couldn’t quite place, each individual looked like a functioning member of society.
So they got to work, huddling up over a small grease board that contained their song lineup, deciding to leave the new stuff in and not mess with the order, and agreeing that they’d have to kick the first set up a notch because it was already a full house.
They waved at Stephenson before starting up, but the little guy didn’t seem to be interested in coming over to talk. He gave one of those silly bow-flourish salutes Mike associated with Three Musketeer movies, left foot forward of the right. They took that as his signal to get on with it.
During the nine-o-clock set, you usually see a combination of people ignoring the band and continuing conversations, a few people politely looking up as they continued to drink and talk, and one or two folks that got things started a little earlier than the rest ‘rocking out’ in typical embarrassing Caucasian fashion.
Not this crowd.
Mike liked to eye the crowd and get a temperature on the room early. The whole thing unfolded right in front of him in vivid Technicolor. At the first chord of Mama Kin, everybody stopped their conversations cold and turned their heads in unison, noiselessly, without shifting body position.
Frank must have seen it too: he missed the second note on his bass, just played a whole note for the third measure instead of the little run he always did, and barely recovered in time to start singing, the words It ain’t easy taking on a whole new meaning.
<+>
Frank loved large crowds, loved to feed off their energy; it was the whole reason he’d gotten into music in the first place. He was an okay bass player, but nothing special, and relied on a decent singing voice to make his impression on people, but what he really brought to the group was stage presence. He had a certain cockiness that made people enjoy watching, and he seemed to engage every member of the audience—especially the female ones—one-on-one when he performed.
But for that entire first set, Mike observed him looking anywhere, up, down, at his bandmates, at the back wall, at his mike, anywhere but into that crowd. They all continued to stare, pleasant looks on their faces, as if someone just told them they’d won a free TV, but not a million bucks or something life-changing, and they didn’t move. He didn’t look long enough to tell for sure, but Mike wasn’t even certain they were breathing as they listened.
Overall, it made the set one of the worst he could remember. Frank was flat the whole time—in mood, not pitch; Frank Patten never sang off key—flubbing lyrics left and right, completely forgetting the second verse of Let There Be Rock and substituting the first one. Not that it mattered. Their audience still sat there frozen in not-quite bliss.
By nine-thirty or so, Frank announced: “Okay, we’ve got one more song before we take a break, so you’ll have a chance to buy lots of drinks!” He used the line before, delivering it in lame lounge-act fashion, ha-ha, you need to buy drinks so we can get paid more, har-har, but it wasn’t very funny now. Mike didn’t even give him an odd look for calling a break so early, while Nick, ever oblivious, just started playing the opening riff to You Really Got Me, effortlessly rocking back and forth from the G to the Open-A, just like you do for Cold Hearted Bitch and Sweet Emotion and who knew how many other songs, sounding just as good as he did every night.
”Girl,” sang Frank, probably doing his best paranoid side-to-side Ray Davies look, probably never feeling it so honestly before.
When it was Nick’s turn to solo, Frank let him go. Not only could he wail, but every night he came up with new stuff, out of nowhere, and sometimes it was such a wonder to watch him play that Mike would lose the beat. They normally let him go double-long, twenty-four measures instead of twelve, but as they approached the spot where they’d go back into the verse, Frank caught his eye and signaled for him to continue flailing. Mike, able to key off of Nick in these situations, just went with the flow. They were able to jam out like this for another four or five minutes until it started to sound a little repetitive, and at the end of the next group of twelve measures, Nick actually looked at Frank with a this is it, right? expression.
All good things must come to an end, and they put a little extra flourish or two into the finish, Mike going nuts on the cymbals, Nick and Frank picking it double-time, before dropping it all on the last note. Nick’s great playing had almost made Mike forget the crowd, until the echo from the cymbals died to a completely silent room.
Their audience simply turned their heads back to each other and started talking again. Now there was shifting and body language, it was as if somebody had hit a big button on the wall labeled normal.
With no back room for them to hang out in, and no friends or family to go sit by out in the crowd, they hovered around on the stage. Nick was the first to speak, for once. “Something wrong, Frank?”
The bassist’s jaw dropped, and he looked over at Mike and pointed at the guitarist. Mike just shrugged; Nick was Nick, after all.
“You, ah, didn’t notice anything strange about the crowd?”
“Oh, yeah,” Nick said, nodding, an easy smile lighting up his face, “like how everyone’s got black hair, just like Mister Twinkles over behind the bar. Maybe there’s a special on hair dye at the local Walgreen’s or something.”
Frank closed his jaw and abruptly looked at the people sitting around the room, and Mike did the same. Not only did they have the exact same hair color, but it appeared they’d all been to the same tanning booth as well. But it was more than that; they all had the same skin, no freckles, no variation in texture, nothing. He was either looking at the reunion of a very strange family, or the result of a multiple birth that shattered the previous world record by a factor of ten.
He was going to ask the others what they made of it when he saw Stephenson approaching, clapping his hands briskly in front of him. “Excellent, excellent, gentlemen. Exactly what I was hoping for, and it seems that everyone adores it!”
Frank’s mouth popped open and shut. Before the silence became too unnerving, Mike got up from his drummer’s throne. “We’re glad you think so, Mr. Stephenson. Uh, tell me, has this place been open a while? Looks like you’ve got a pretty good sized group of regulars.”
Stephenson narrowed his eyes for a moment, maybe looking for a hidden meaning in the question. “Oh, we’ve not been open all that long. It takes a while for the word to get out to the, ah, general public. But you know how new places can attract so many, simply because they’re new. Hopefully these people”—he swept a hand across the audience in grandiose fashion—“will bring more into the fold in the coming months. In the meantime, you gentlemen must have worked up a thirst. Would you care for anything from the bar? On the house, of course.”
Frank shook his head while Nick asked for ‘just a Coke, please’. Mike was a Pepsi drinker, but it seemed like all bars had was Coke, since ‘rum-and-Pepsi’ just didn’t roll off the tongue. After a moment’s hesitation, he went ahead and asked for whatever was on tap. It wasn’t like he actually had to drink it.
Stephenson eyed Frank, and looked ready to act hurt at his rejection, but instead he favored the other two with a wink. “I’ll have Thomas bring them to you.” He motioned to a tall, solidly-built bartender, much larger than the others but certainly cut from the same genetic cloth, standing at attention in front of a row of liquor bottles. “Will you be going back on soon?”
Mike stepped in again. “Another four or five minutes.”
Frank shot him a look, but what else could they do? Walk out on a thousand bucks just because the patrons creeped them out? To their host’s back he said: “We’re just going to step out for a couple of minutes for some fresh air and a smoke.”
Mike didn’t try to remind him that none of them smoked, but leaned in the general direction of the door, as if waiting for the odd man’s permission.
Instead of being perturbed, like they expected, Stephenson flashed them a broad emcee smile and told them certainly, just don’t wander too far.
Frank led them on a zigzag course through heavily populated tables, while the hive-swarm noise of conversation surrounded them, the patrons oblivious to their passing.
The doors, massive slabs of hardwood, were exquisitely balanced and softly whispered open at the slightest touch. The fresh air seemed afraid to enter the club, and they didn’t get a good lungful of it until they were well outside.
Frank, stealing a glance over his shoulder, was the first to speak. “I vote for telling that goofball to stuff it for the rest of the night. I know it’s a grand, but I get the feeling that this little clique we’re playing for will still all be here at One and won’t want to let us stop.”
Even Nick, impossible to rattle, wasn’t voting against leaving. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m pretty gassed already. I must be coming down with something.”
That lit up the bassist, who stabbed a finger at him in triumph. “Yeah, that’s it! You’re getting sick, so we’re gonna have to bag it! Mike, why don’t you go unlock the van, and I’ll break the news to Pretty Boy Floyd back in there, maybe even see if we can get a hundred or so to cover gas, then we pop the back door and shove our stuff in—”
They had been walking toward the van, the vessel that could convey them back to normalcy, and Frank had been laying out the plan as they rounded the corner of the building. When they saw their vehicle, they all slumped a little in defeat.
There were six of them, a couple leaning on the van, a couple more against the building, two others, trying to look casual, not leaning on anything. Instead of a really good tough-guy slouch, the best any of them could manage was an arm-crossed, Michael Jackson I’m Bad kind of lean.
All six looked up, slowly, like they had at the beginning of Mama Kin, except their grins were wider, raptorlike.
Mike managed a little wave, and a slightly-above-feeble enjoying the show? before they turned around and retreated back into the bar.
<+>
The second set was where they were supposed to really get things rolling, but this crowd displayed no interest in getting up and dancing. Nobody took a drink or moved. On top of it all, Mike had realized he hadn’t seen anybody leave, or arrive, or even get up to use the can. He himself understood how you didn’t break the seal until the last possible moment on a drinking night, but surely somebody should have hit their pain threshold by now.
Come to think of it, where were the bathrooms?
He normally didn’t look into the crowd at all during performances, just alternating his glance from the drums to his bandmates, but now he couldn’t help but look. The placid, pleased-but-not-satisfied looks on their faces had transformed, slightly, to one of anticipation, or hunger, or something…
It reminded him of the look on Frank’s face as they sat down back at Runza, unwrapping that double-cheeseburger with bacon, ready to have the first big meal he’d had in days.
He hit a tom sideways, wrenching the stick from his right hand, jarring him out of his fugue. Fighting to keep a beat, Mike lamely finished the song with his feet and left hand like that Def Leppard dude. Before starting the next song, he tried the beer that the bartender—Thomas? He didn’t look like a ‘Thomas’—had brought over. It was a little too bitter, even for him, and he normally liked Porters and IPA’s.
A few bars into the next song, he seemed to be feeling the swallow of beer more than he should have; he was buzzing a little, like he’d just done a Jaeger bomb on an empty stomach.
He looked over to Nick, who continued to put out an air that he was oblivious to it all; he’d downed his Coke, then the next one, which Thomas had quietly replaced during the first song. He had time: it wasn’t like people were swarming the bar while they played, now, was it? Normally Nick didn’t hit his version of ‘the sauce’ so hard, except on three hours’ sleep or when he was really tired. And he was slumping; maybe he really was coming down with something…
Or maybe they’ve doped his Cokes.
Nick’s posture was a weary one, for certain, but his eyes were focused. It probably was just germs.
<+>
By the second break, Frank couldn’t take it anymore. When their patron came over to offer a fresh round of platitudes, he blurted it out: “Stephenson – what is wrong with these people?”
Mike held his breath, but the dapper manager didn’t appear offended in the slightest. “Why, young man, I understand you usually play clubs for different people in a different area. Around here, people enjoy just listening to good music.”
Smartass Frank had come out to play, and he wasn’t going back so easily. “Come on, man, let’s cut the crap already! Your place is full of zombies”—Mike looked around at the occupants of a nearby table, who were sure to have heard the crack, but chose to ignore it—“or some sort of juju-addled freaks, so don’t go making like it’s just a polite group of country-clubbers. Nobody sits that still for that long. And the looks on their faces! Like ooh ooh ooh”— he made a comical parody of ecstasy as he changed his voice to a sullen drone—“we… are… listening… to… such… wonderful… music…”
Stephenson merely watched Frank throughout this tirade, not showing a trace of emotion, his vinyl smile quite possibly getting wider. “Mister Patten, it’s most unfortunate you feel this way, but I can assure you that your discomfort is not having an effect on your performance, which is still top-notch. I’m certain it will be even more so,”—he looked briefly at his watch—“in several minutes when you begin the third set.”
He did his little dance-move about face, only this time his leg swung around with blurry inhuman speed, and made his way back to the bar. As he walked back, Thomas, nodded his massive head once, slowly and gravely, to his employer. Frank exchanged a worried glance with Mike, who started twirling a drumstick around in the fingers of his right hand. That brought a quizzical expression to his friend’s face, so Mike jerked his eyes to his right, still twirling the stick. He started to say something normally, maybe about what song they’d use to start the next set, when he ‘accidentally’ fumbled the stick. It clattered to the floor, bouncing a time or two before coming to rest about ten feet away, by the back door. Stephenson noticed it, but only glanced briefly in their direction.
Casually, Mike walked over to his stray stick, squatted to pick it up, and stood, resting his right hand on the door in what he hoped looked like an innocent attempt to steady himself. The plan was, sneak a look out there, see if the goons were still sitting on their van, see if they had a chance to run for it …
It held solid. Someone had pulled the rock he’d used to chock it open.
As casually as Mike could, he tried the handle, one of those push-the-bar jobbies, but it was as rigid as if it had been welded in place.
He gave Frank a solemn look. There was no sneaking out the back.
They huddled, hoping it looked like they were talking about the next set, stealing cautious glances at Stephenson and the others, the patrons who now didn’t look like yuppies, or country-clubbers, or all that human anymore, despite no hair being out of place or stitch of clothing being other than perfect.
“If we’re going to bug out, it’s through the front door,” theorized Frank. “And to do that, we’ve got to somehow get by all of them.”
“What, we just run for it?” asked Mike. “If they let us, and we just leave, all of our stuff’s still in here, man. We’re out a thousand, too.”
“You mean you want to stay and see whether or not something bad happens to us?”
“No,” Nick suddenly said, turning both of his bandmates’ heads around in surprise. “They’re not after either of you. When this is all over, they let you guys go.”
They didn’t say a word, so he continued, even though it seemed like the act of talking itself was more of a strain than his body would be able to endure. “You couldn’t see? Their moods shifted around based on my playing. That first set, I was flailing away, and they were thrilled. Second set, I’m feeling a little tired, they’re not so happy, and the last couple of songs I swear my fingers were going to fall off. If feel like I’ve got anemia or something, no matter how many Cokes I pound. And I think when I finally lose it and have to stop playing or pass out, that’s when they’re gonna swarm me.”
Mike could only look at Frank, and Frank at Mike.
“Well, anyway,” Nick continued, “I am getting really tired, and I don’t think I can hack a third set of this, so it’s time to do something about it. You really sore about maybe losing the gear? If I’m right it’s better to buy more than to lose the ability to play the rest of my life, but you two, I think, would be okay if you wanted to stick around, although I’m not sure if they’d be too happy when I make my getaway, and besides, Mike, you got the keys.”
Mike couldn’t say anything. He just gave Nick an underhanded pushing gesture with both hands: well, come on, do whatever it is you think will work.
Casually, Nick walked over to the stand holding his Les Paul. Mike knew how much he loved it; it wasn’t just a case of it being a Les Paul, but of this one sounding particularly good. The guitarist loved its heft, built like a tank it was, and it sounded so good unplugged that’s usually how he rehearsed.
He gripped its neck, and the entire room shifted. Conversation stopped, and that look, now becoming so ludicrous, of hunger, anticipation, and joy, smeared like a shiny veneer over something ugly, rotten, maybe even jagged and bloody, now shone from every face in the room.
Walking over to Frank’s mike, Nick said: “This one’s a solo number.” Then, just as casually, he walked over to his amp, a nice, hundred-fifty watt Marshall head sitting over a four-speaker cabinet, cranked the volume full, and set the Les Paul down in front of it.
The effect was explosive. Feedback enveloped the room, mauling its way through everyone’s eardrums, seizing flesh and bone in a shuddering, harsh, grip. Every one of the patrons immediately clamped hands over their ears, mouths opening—
Were those fangs in there?
—in screams of raw pain, many doubling up on the floor.
And they ran for it. Stephenson, seeing what was happening, fought his way through his own unique brand of agony and stumbled for the front door, trying to head them off. Mike, who’d grabbed Frank’s bass for want of a weapon, hefted it by the neck and clouted the manager on the head. The impact was both exquisite and dreadful, because something far too ripe and yielding give way under the ash body of the instrument.
Then they were out the door, into fresh air and hope. They sprinted around the back of the building as the shrieking from the Marshall abruptly cut off.
“Not good!” Mike shouted, more due to the ringing in his ears than from fright.
“They either pulled the power cord or something blew!” Nick answered, grabbing the corner of the structure to help him round it. “Hope it’s the power cord – that’s a really nice amp!”
Mercifully, the men that had been loitering around the van on the first set must have wandered back inside in anticipation of more playing, because it sat unattended. It had never looked so beautiful to any of them, rust spots or no, sitting under the yellow glow of the parking lot luminare.
Mike never bothered locking it, since it was a high-mileage piece of crap, and with all their gear inside the club there wasn’t anything in it worth stealing. He jumped up into the seat and grabbed the ignition before realizing the keys were still in his pocket. He cursed a little too loudly, and Frank let out a bark of panic as the back door of the club exploded open, banging on the cinder block wall as two of the stronger patrons, along with Thomas, pitched to the ground with the momentum of their effort.
In an effort to fish his keys out of the pocket of his jeans, Mike stiffened in his seat, mashing his head against the ceiling. He’d thought it was cool to have all those old keys he didn’t need; made him look like he had lots of stuff. At the moment it served to hook the nest of metal firmly inside his pocket and he swore if he ever got out he’d throw all of the extras away.
Frank hollered at him, telling him dammit get moving, staring out the window at the dark-haired people that no longer seemed like people, screaming and hooting with insanity from elongated faces and too-large mouths, their hands scrabbling against the windows.
Nick, casually reached forward from his seat and locked Frank’s door for him.
The keys finally came free, ripping a little denim with them, and Mike jingled through them, grabbed the biggest one, and jammed it in the ignition. Relieved that Ford keys didn’t have an upside-down, he wrenched it around as an arm clubbed against the glass next to him.
The van was notoriously hard to start, and often he flooded it by pumping the gas one too many times. This time, it caught right away, not being interested in sticking around any longer than its occupants. Mike yarded the gear selector as far as it would go and, in First, the vehicle lurched forward. At least he didn’t lay it over by turning too quickly. He was sure the back end lifted up a couple of times as bar patrons found themselves under his tires, but he didn’t high center on the bodies and they made it out of the parking lot and back onto the road, which wasn’t so neatly paved anymore.
“Hurry up!” screamed Frank. Why aren’t you speeding up more?”
His side-view mirror had been torn away, but in the rear-view Mike saw scores of screaming mouths, too-white faces, pumping arms and legs gaining on them. The engine’s roaring caught his attention before he screamed and he looked down, realized he was still in low gear, and hopped the selector back to Drive. The van pounced forward, jarring and jumping over potholes, ancient asphalt patches upon patches, until the asphalt finally gave way to the plain gravel that surfaced most of the roads in this part of the state.
Frank reached over and slapped a hard hand on Mike’s shoulder, grabbing it as he started a mantra, good job Mike, we made it, we got outta there, I thought we were screwed, good job Mike…
He finally shut up as the lights of the nearby town came into view, tiny beacons guiding them back into the normal world. Mike was able to let the van coast into something resembling a responsible speed, and he glanced in the rearview mirror. No headlights behind; just a few yard lights from the farms that surrounded this little community. Nick’s silhouette was back there, still and silent.
“Great idea, Nick. I don’t know how you thought that would work, but I’m glad you did.”
Not hearing a response, Mike looked up to the rearview again. He saw the guitarist’s head moving, side to side, in denial, as he looked at his hands. Another mile down the road, Frank and Mike heard him croak: “They took it away, guys. I… I’ll help you two look for another guitar player.”
<+>
The late afternoon sun had ducked behind some of the taller downtown buildings, but Mike still had to squint when Frank approached before he had a positive identification.
“How’d the interview go?”
Mike nodded, with a little confidence but no happiness. “Pretty good. Guy said if it was up to him he’d hire me, but of course he needs to get it approved first.”
“Yeah.”
“I gotta get this tie off. Man, I’m not sure if I can handle strapping this around my neck every day.”
“Aw, you’ll get used to it. Me, that would be too much, man, but you? You can handle anything, and you know it.”
The pair walked down the street, slowly, toward no place in particular.
“They’re thinking if they hire me, they’ll start me out in Dallas.”
The bassist just kept nodding, steadily, like he had from the second sentence of their conversation. “Dallas is good. Hear there’s a lot of good-looking women down there.”
“Yeah. Weather’s warm. More hotties where the weather’s really nice. Cold doesn’t make for good hottie-producing climate.”
Frank suddenly stopped, as if this was the wrong conversation and they needed to start over. He started to say something, but no words came out.
You think we can do any gigs before you move away? Mike knew that’s what he’d wanted to ask. We can get another guitar player, Nick would understand, he’d have wanted it that way, you know that, right?
Mike found himself glad he couldn’t get the words out. The two of them would never play together again, not without Nick. Maybe down in Dallas, Mike would find guys to jam with, but he’d always be looking at the guitar player, wondering how good Nick would be if they’d never gone to that gig. As for Frank, he needed to get back on the horse as soon as possible. But starting a new band didn’t mean he had to quit hanging out with Mike. Exactly the way Nick would have wanted it.
That was another conversation that they should have started; where Nick could have disappeared to, if he really went back to the Black Rock Club like they both pictured in their nightmares, if he had figured that they had taken so much from him that they might as well have the rest, wondering if he had become one of them, wondering if every one of them had been an Nick at one time, wondering how many other bands had been invited to that little town on the other side of the state.
But that conversation wasn’t going to be had. Instead, Frank continued with the one they were having; the one that fit them as well as a rental tux. “Well, hey, you see the next Stevie Ray Vaughn down there, you be sure you sign him up, okay?”
“Yeah, but wasn’t he from Austin? That’s a ways away.”
Smartass Frank was going to come up with something good in reply now. Mike hoped it was really good; they could both use a laugh.
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