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The recording from the last Ragman concert is one song long. Half that, actually, since the song never reaches completion. The recording should have disappeared, should have been cleaned up by the police in the aftermath and filed away as evidence and never been heard again. It leaked out into the world, though, the way these things do, and the diligent and the curious can still dig up a copy if they want. Many do. Dumb kids at slumber parties, playing it like a game of Bloody Mary, trying to see who chickens out first. College kids, drunk or stoned at 3 a.m. Fans who followed the band from the early days and one day can’t shake the need to know.
Most listen to it one time, and they turn it off before the end. Well before the end. Then they burn it, bury it, delete it from their hard drives or their iPods and go to sleep troubled and trying to forget that any such thing ever existed.
You can hear the crowd first. Rumblings, and a few shouts. It sounds like a good-sized crowd, maybe a couple thousand people. One voice—a woman’s voice, high and clear—starts the chant: “Johnny! Johnny! Johnny!” In a matter of moments, everyone is chanting. There’s a faint sound, maybe the drumsticks brushing the snare, and then a huge cheer goes up, dissolving the chant in a rush of noise.
Four clicks and then the rhythm section comes in—Danny T layin’ it down on the skins, and Allen Sorenson on bass. It’s a fast chromatic riff, low and rolling, and more than a little disorienting. You don’t get a clear sense of whether the song is in a major or minor key, just a seasick feeling of rumbling motion. You can hear Danny’s metal snare drum, a little too hot and with too much biting treble, cutting through the mix like steel teeth, and the scrape and rattle of the strings on Allen’s big old Fender P-Bass are driving like a runaway eighteen-wheeler. It’s impossible not to get caught up in the motion of the thing, even with no idea of where it’s going.
Case comes in after a couple of bars. In the studio version of the song, the guitar tracks were doubled, but she’s doing solo duty live. It doesn’t matter. Her guitar sounds huge, even with just the one track—a Les Paul through a hundred watts of Marshall amplification, like the fist of God coming through a speaker cabinet. The sound is mean, distorted, heavy on the mids and snarling like a wild beast. She follows the bass part for an eight-count with the drums driving the tension up higher and higher, moves the figure up into an ugly harmony to make the tension even worse, and then there’s a sleazy little run down into a slow, bone-crushing riff that comes from nowhere, like one of those grinding Black Sabbath steamroller riffs that destroys everything in its path. The transition is shocking, like plunging into a lake of cold, cold water or the sun being suddenly masked by brewing black thunderclouds. It raises gooseflesh on you when you hear it on the recording, and it must have had the same effect on the crowd experiencing it at the time. If you listen closely, you can even hear Danny say “Fuck yeah,” just loud enough for his vocal mic to pick up.
The guitar drops out, and there’s a lull. Then, just before where you’d expect the vocals to come in, there’s this awful sound. A quiet, plaintive voice, desperate, and half-whispering, half-pleading: “Oh, God, please no.”
Johnny Tango’s voice. It cracks on the “e” in “please.”
Then a quick inhalation and the vocals come in, and that’s when you realize something is not right here, not right at all. The voice that comes out is nothing like a human voice, singing nothing like human words. It’s vast and deep, oily and ravenous, and it pounds into your brain like a meat hammer. The pressure is crushing, mounting, thunderous, and you forget that this is a recording and you can turn it off at any time, you forget everything except that your brain is being pulped by a godawful, godless sound that shouldn’t even exist, a sound like tectonic plates grinding corpses into fields of broken glass, and then, incredibly, the sound gets worse, and you open your mouth to scream, and—
Suddenly the noise stops and there’s screaming everywhere. You haven’t made a sound yet, but the air is thick with screams. The music on the recording has stopped, but the screams have only just started, and you listen in horror with your mouth gaping stupidly. These, too, are sounds that shouldn’t ever come from human throats, but you can imagine all too well how they might. There’s the sound of something exploding—for some reason you picture racks of lighting blowing apart—and a distant voice screams, “My eyes! Ah, my fucking eyes!” It’s impossible to tell who it is, or even if it’s a man or a woman, the voice is so distorted by pain and fear.
About then, somebody usually comes to their senses and flicks the Off switch, pulls the power cord, or simply yanks the headphone jack out of its socket. There will be a long moment of shocked silence. Maybe the guy who brought the weed to the party will wipe his mouth with a shaking hand and, face pale and eyes staring, say, “Dude, that’s . . . that’s sick.” Nobody will argue. Nobody will say a word. The party is over. Everyone will leave without making another sound.
It’s the screaming that gets everyone to pull the plug, and, in the bright daylight, if they ever bring it up again, that’s what they’ll talk about. Those awful screams. God, wasn’t that horrible? Oh, those poor people.
They talk about the screams, but those are the easiest to forget. It’s that voice, that VOICE, that sound of unthinkable speech in an impossible tongue that keeps them up night after night, driving some to the bottle and others to sleeping pills or religion. People scream every day. It’s horrible, but screaming seems like a perfectly rational way of dealing with a difficult—but sane, you understand, definitely sane—world. It’s understandable. It’s normal.
That voice, though . . . No sane world would harbor such a thing. No rational world could accommodate it. And if it really exists, then there are cracks in the foundation of reality that no thinking being dares to contemplate.
Some rare individuals let the recording go to the end. There are another four minutes of screaming, pleading, shouting, and awful, maniacal laughter. After another thirty seconds, the crackle of flames begins.
If you listen closely, and turn the volume on your stereo all the way up, you can hear, at about seven minutes and twenty seconds, Johnny Tango’s voice.
“Oh, God, I never . . .”
The recording ends there.
“This band fucking sucks,” Case yelled over the noise. Another night—another band—and maybe some of the fans would have shot her dirty looks, but this place was dead. Deader than dead. Probably nobody would have come out to hear this piece-of-shit band to begin with—just like the piece-of-shit band that was coming after them, Case thought bitterly—but the holiday guaranteed an empty room.
The bartender shrugged and put her glass down. “It’s new band night. What do you want me to do about it?”
Case tossed back half the drink and coughed. New band night on Easter Sunday. What kind of dumbass would play new band night on Easter? Who would book such a stupid show? She shot a dirty look over at the ratty leather couch near the door, where the three other members of her own band were sitting, watching the current act with bland, glazed-over expressions. Damon was pulling on his goatee absently, which made Case want to go over and yank the damn thing out by the roots. The whole idea of new band night was to put asses in seats, prove to the club you could get people in the door so that they’d book you for a real date. So naturally, Damon had booked Easter fucking Sunday, ensuring they’d be playing new band night again next month. If the club gave them another chance.
She downed the rest of her drink. She felt like throwing the glass against the wall, but she put it on the bar instead. She turned around and put her elbows on the bar, watching the band onstage with her face screwed up in disgust, as if she were watching open-heart surgery. Or maybe a massacre.
Yep, they sucked. They had all the stage presence of limp pasta, and they couldn’t play worth a fiddler’s fuck, either. The guitarist watched his fingers stumble over the fretboard with the kind of intense concentration usually reserved for advanced math problems, and even the instrument itself was a horror show, some kind of godawful fifty-dollar pawnshop Charvel. The bass player at least looked comfortable on his instrument. It was a pity he didn’t seem to know what key the song was in. As for the vocalist . . . Good God, the vocalist. He looked to be made entirely out of bones, so skinny Case thought she could see his ribs right through his shirt. He had a voice to match, too—thin, tiny, and scratchy, warbling like an anorexic basset hound. Case couldn’t hear him very well, and she wasn’t sure if that was because he wasn’t projecting at all, or if the sound guy had turned him down to do him a favor. Save him some humiliation. It didn’t much matter. Aside from the staff and Case’s band, the only people in the bar were a bored-looking woman who had come in with the bass player and an aging ex-rocker guy in the corner who watched the band so seriously, sipping from a half-full glass of whiskey, that Case just knew he was somebody’s dad. Empty room, and the vocalist still looked like he was trying to hide behind his mic stand.
She thought the band was supposed to be playing hard rock of some kind, but the guitarist and bass player were shitting all over the changes, and the singer had no balls. The only thing they had going for them was the drummer. If Case just tuned out everything else, the drummer had a tight little groove going. She found herself nodding her head along with that until the song ended.
“Two more songs, guys,” the sound guy said. The singer flinched like he’d been shocked, and the band laid into something that sounded like a version of the Stones’ “Sympathy for the Devil” that had been knocked down, stomped on, and finally kicked in the head for good measure.
At least everybody got a short set on new band night. Jesus.
Case got up to get her guitar. It wouldn’t hurt to warm up a little before her set, she supposed. She slipped around the sound booth and went back to the “green room,” an oversized storage closet that was packed with so much shit it was barely possible to walk in, let alone get your stuff out without a catastrophe. The little room was covered in peeling stickers and smelled distinctly of piss. She picked up her guitar case from the corner, extricating it from behind a stack of toms, and started to leave.
Damon met her at the door. Alcohol fumes and the scent of marijuana wafted off him, strong enough to burn her eyes. “Gonna rock this place, Steph?”
She exhaled very slowly. “If you call me Steph one more time, I’ll break your nose.”
“Ease up there, babe. Don’t be like that.” A slightly spacey smirk spread across his face.
“‘Babe’ was your last freebie, Damon. You ready to play this waste of a show or what?”
“Waste? Come on, we’ll tear it up.”
“Sure. We could have torn it up in the practice room. Less shit to move, and God knows we could use the practice. Same size crowd, too.” She moved her guitar case to her other hand. “Just get your stuff and let’s do this, okay?”
“Yeah.”
She brushed past him, feeling his eyes crawling over her body as she walked away. Prick.
She only had time to stretch her fingers, and then the other band’s set was over. Usually, this would mean a few frantic minutes of mutually stumbling over bodies and equipment while they got their gear offstage and Case’s band got set up, but Case wasn’t in a hurry. Her band was the last one playing tonight, and if they got cut off early—well, so fucking what? The sound guy didn’t seem to care, either, taking his time to put everything in its place. He eyed Case appreciatively, but he at least made an effort to be subtle about it. She could tolerate that. Her customary stage getup was a pair of tight leather pants and a white tank top, and if not all the attention she got was welcome, most of it was, and it was manageable. Somebody had once told her, If you’re going to be in the band, look like you’re in the band. Good advice, she thought, but the guy who’d given it to her hadn’t mentioned the extra baggage that came with it when you were a woman. Probably had no idea.
She supposed she shouldn’t have bothered tonight. She could have played this gig in a bathrobe. Ah, fuck that, she chided herself. We’re here, and Damon’s right about one thing—as long as we’re here, we might as well rock out. It’ll be like practice, only with better sound.
They did the usual indifferent sound check—two notes each from the guitar and bass, ten seconds of whacking on the drum set, and Damon mumbling some third-grade joke about testes into the mic, and then they were on.
It was loud, and that should have helped. Despite the empty room, there was some adrenaline that came from just being onstage, and Case tried to push the bullshit nature of the gig out of her mind and enjoy playing. She let the first few bars of music—fast, driving—push her forward, and a nasty little grin curled up the corners of her mouth as she got into it.
Then Damon forgot the first verse—just didn’t come in at all. The band played through it anyway, and Case went right into the chorus after that, assuming Damon would catch up then. The bass player, though, apparently figured they ought to repeat the verse and give Damon another chance. The result was a disaster, an aural train wreck as the two parts of the song plowed into each other at a hundred miles an hour.
The rest of the set—all five songs—went straight to hell from there. Case turned away and played with her back to Damon the whole time, certain that if she looked at him, she’d kill him on the spot.
The last song came as a mercy. The final chord died, the sound guy fired up some Van Halen through the main speakers, and Case put down her guitar and left the stage without a word. She headed toward the bar—the other guys could clear out their stuff first, and she’d take care of hers once they were out of the way. Meanwhile, if a drink had ever been in order, it was now.
“Screwdriver,” she told the bartender, and she tossed him five bucks she couldn’t really afford.
“Good set,” somebody said.
She swung her head to the right and fixed a disbelieving glare on the singer from the last band. He had a small mouth and eyes that looked way too big for his head, and, astonishingly, he looked even skinnier up close than he had onstage. “Sure,” she said. “I bet that’s what they told Mick Jagger about Altamont, too.”
The guy grinned, which went a long way toward making his eyes look almost normal-sized. “Nobody’s dead here.”
“Fuck. Nobody’s here at all.”
“Then no damage done. No problem.”
She shook her head and went back to her drink. He had a point, she guessed, but that just aggravated her further.
“I have a proposition for you,” the guy said.
“If this involves going back to your van, somebody’s going to get hurt.”
He laughed nervously. “No, nothing like that. I need a guitarist. You’re good. I like your style. Very emotive. I’ve never seen anybody play the emotion pissed off so well.”
“That’s because I was pissed off.”
Another chuckle. “Good reason. You want the job?”
“You have a guitarist.” Of sorts.
“Not anymore. I fired him.”
She turned back to him, surprised. “Really? When?”
“Just as soon as you say yes.”
She snorted. “This is the worst come-on ever.”
He rolled his weird eyes, still grinning. “News flash: Not everybody on the planet is out to fuck you.”
“News flash: Between those who are out to fuck me and those who are out to fuck me over, I think just about everyone is covered.”
He put his beer down. “What a lovely persecution complex you have.”
“Persecution complex? Emotive? Did they just let you out of college?”
“Look,” he said, steepling his hands in front of him and trying to look earnest, “I’m in a bad spot. I got the band booked for a show at some little college in West Texas. It’ll be our first college show. I don’t want to suck.”
Case, by grace of what she assumed had to be divine intervention, kept her mouth shut.
“It’s in two weeks,” he said. “Pays two hundred dollars.”
“Two hundred dollars for the band, or two hundred dollars a person?”
The guy blinked. “You, personally, will take home two hundred dollars after you play this show.”
Shit. That was a good chunk of next month’s rent money. Three nights of shitty tips. A professional re-fretting job for her guitar, if she threw in a little extra. She’d had gigs that paid more, but not often, and only when she played with cover bands.
“How the hell did you swing that?” she asked.
He shrugged. “I wrote a letter to the Student Activities Committee of every college I could find in a five-hundred-mile radius. Three hundred letters. These guys bit. Booked us, sight unseen.”
The last bit of explanation wasn’t necessary, Case thought. That they’d been booked without being heard was a given, or they wouldn’t have been booked at all.
Two hundred bucks.
Still, something compelled her to be honest with the guy. “I can’t save your band for you.”
“Ouch. Don’t hold back—tell me how you really feel,” he said, voice dripping sarcasm. “I’m not asking you to save the band. Danny’s pretty damn good, and—”
“Danny’s the drummer?”
“Yeah.”
“He is pretty damn good.”
The guy nodded. “And Quentin will do all right, I think. He sometimes chokes when he gets in front of people, but he’s solid. You’ll see. We’ll be a lot better with a good guitarist.”
She almost said something nasty about the vocals, but she stopped herself. If he was going to pay her two hundred bucks, she ought to let it go. Besides, he looked so fragile with his tiny mouth and bug eyes. He might cry.
Somebody put a hand on her hip, and she whirled, arm already half-cocked back. It was Damon, standing too close as usual and weaving drunkenly. The rest of the band and the bony chick who’d come in with the bass player stood behind him. “Good fuckin’ show, huh?” Damon said.
She lowered her arm halfway and took one step back, down the length of the bar. “Yeah, sure.”
“We’re all loaded up, and I’m gonna take off,” he said. He took a step toward her.
“Great. Get the fuck out of here. And don’t touch me again. Ever.” She took another step back.
He didn’t get the picture, or maybe he was just deaf. He took another step toward her. “C’mon, Steph—”
“Don’t.”
The note of menace in her voice must have been enough to break through the drunken fog in his brain.
“Who’s this guy?” he asked, turning to the skinny dude.
“Fuck off, Damon,” Case said.
The skinny guy, to give him credit, tried to calm things down. “It’s cool, man,” he said. “I’m John.” He held out a hand.
Damon slapped his hand away. “Yeah. What the fuck are you doing here, John?”
“Just talking business.”
Even Case recognized that as exactly the wrong thing to say. Here it comes, she thought.
“Business? What business do you have with my guitar player?” A light dawned in Damon’s dim brain. “Oh—you’re with the other band, the, the whatever-the-fucks.”
“Ragman,” John said. He swallowed nervously and pressed himself back against the bar.
“What business you got, Ragman?” Damon stepped toward John, getting right in his face.
“Just business.”
Damon shoved him. It was a pathetic, drunken shove, but John staggered back.
This was going to get very ugly. Damon had sixty pounds or more on John, and John looked like the kind of guy who’d never been in a shouting match in his life, to say nothing of a barroom brawl.
“That’s enough,” Case said.
“I’ll say when it’s enough. Steph.” Damon sneered at her, and then he turned back to John and made his move. He was big, drunk, and slow, and the movement was telegraphed seemingly hours in advance. He stepped forward and dropped his shoulder back. John just stared, with no idea that he was about to get his face caved in.
Case never explicitly gave the order, but as Damon stepped into the wide, clumsy arc of his swing, her fist moved on its own, flashing out in a blur. Damon’s head snapped back and blood flew through the air. He collapsed to the floor, moaning, with his hands clutching his face.
“Oww, fuck!”
Case gave the other guys a threatening look, but they obviously didn’t want any more of this. The drummer leaned down and tried to pull Damon to his feet. “Come on, Damon. We gotta go,” he said. Damon pushed backward, crablike.
“Hey,” he said as the guys hauled him off. He scratched at the air with one hand. Blood covered the bottom half of his face. “You’re gonna be at practice tomorrow, right?”
Case just shook her head, amazed.
She turned back to John, the skinny idiot who needed a guitarist. He stood there, shocked, his mouth hanging open and his eyes even wider than usual. Flecks of blood spattered his forehead.
“Looks like I need a band,” she said. She crossed her arms and stared at him. “So I’m in. Call me Case. Got a pen?”
She wrote her name, number, and email address on the back of his band’s mailing-list form, tore off the bottom, and handed it to him. “Your turn.”
He wrote something on the paper and gave it back. She stared at it. John Tsiboukas. “How the hell do you pronounce that?”
“John,” he said with a vague smile.
“Okay, then, John T. Send me directions to your practice room, and I’ll see you there. If you can also send me some recordings of the songs, that’ll go a long way.” She started to go, then turned around. “Make sure your bass player knows his shit.”
She left him staring after her and went to pack up her gear.
***
“Did I hear that right?”
John swiveled around on his barstool. Danny stood there, arms crossed and eyebrows raised, looking for all the world as if he were about to lecture a four-year-old. That’s what big brothers were for, John figured.
“What did you just do?” Danny asked.
John grinned. “Found us a guitarist.” His voice was hoarse from singing even the short set they’d played.
“Yeah? You might want to tell Seth that.”
“Sure, no problem.” John waved it off. “He’ll be upset, but we all know he’s not very good.”
“He busted his ass to get ready for this show,” Danny protested.
“I know he did. That’s the sad part.”
“That’s pretty fucking rude, John.”
John held up a hand. “I like Seth. He’s a good guy. But we’ve been trying like hell, and—well, you heard him play.”
Danny deflated, dropped his big hands to his sides. “Yeah. That was bad.”
“Besides,” John added, “she’s really good.”
“She’s really angry, if that’s what you mean.”
“She’s good. You know it.” John tapped the side of his glass thoughtfully. “Kinda hot, too.”
Danny gave him a serious look. “Careful there, bro. You know Rule Number One.”
“No worries. I was thinking about presentation. She looks good onstage—should help get us some attention. Besides,” he added, remembering the way she’d laid out the singer of her own band, “she’d probably break me in half.”
Danny grinned. “True that. What did what’s his name do to piss her off?”
“Invaded her personal space, I think.”
“Note to self.”
John laughed again. “No kidding.”
“Well, looks like this place is all partied out. I’m gonna go get the car,” Danny said. “See you out front?”
“Yeah.”
Danny headed for the door. John nursed his beer, staring at the row of bottles at the back of the bar and thinking.
Stephanie Case. So that was her name. She didn’t remember him—why would she have?—but he’d seen her band once before, playing some hole in the wall downtown. The band had been okay. She had been amazing. She played scorched-earth guitar, taking no prisoners and leaving smoldering ruin in her wake, and John had been enthralled. He’d watched nothing but her for the whole set, and then panicked and run like hell out of the bar before she got off the stage, afraid he’d say something unutterably stupid if she passed close enough for him to say hi.
And then she’d walked in just before his set tonight. He wished he hadn’t recognized her. In the time it took him to place the face—and that had not been long at all—he’d gone from singing for the fun of it to singing for her, and he didn’t need anybody to tell him how incredibly fucking stupid that had been. He’d tried to turn the performance up to eleven just for her, but his nerves had worked their peculiar evil, and instead of delivering a transcendent performance he’d been even worse than normal. What had he been thinking, that somehow he’d magically impress her and by the end of the set she’d be clamoring to join his band?
Actually, that was exactly what he’d been thinking, he admitted. A whole series of increasingly fantastic scenarios had slipped through his head while he tried to perform. None of them were realistic, but by the third song, he had known he was going to fire Seth. He needed killin’, as they said here in Texas. How he was going to convince Case to join up he hadn’t had the foggiest clue. The friction with her own band had been a near-miraculous stroke of good luck, and then the invitation to play the college show had jumped into John’s head while he was talking to her.
Yeah, and that had its own set of problems he’d have to navigate. He shook his head, put his empty bottle on the bar, and started toward the door. There’d be time to worry about all that later.
Outside, the street was dead—midnight downtown on Easter Sunday dead. The shops and clubs were mostly dark, and the parking meters stood, lone sentinels in front of empty spaces. The only movement was a plastic cup lid skittering along the sidewalk, blown along with a small cloud of grit.
To John’s right, a man leaned against the brick wall of the bar, cigarette burning down in his hand. Tight blue jeans, white silk shirt unbuttoned at the throat, black cowboy boots. He gave off the vibe of an old rock-and-roll guy, his years long past. The kind of guy who’d missed fame and fortune by a hairsbreadth, the kind of guy you might catch at some hole-in-the-wall blues dive playing his ass off, and you’d walk away thinking, Fuck! He’s good! Why haven’t I heard of him? Maybe John had seen him somewhere—that might account for the vague sense of familiarity he got from the guy. The guy had been inside watching the set, but John couldn’t help feeling he’d seen him somewhere else.
The guy gave John a thin smile and took a drag.
John nodded absently and looked down the street for Danny’s car. Nothing moved anywhere.
“You don’t have the money, do you?” the guy said. His voice was a low, hoarse whisper, the sound of an oily rasp dragged across wood.
John’s attention snapped to the man. “What did you say?”
The guy took a step closer, and an awful scent, fishy and ripe with decay, hit John’s nostrils, faint but foul beneath the smell of cigarette smoke. The guy grinned without humor. His face was sharp, angular, and though he was getting on in years, age had done nothing to soften those angles, and his grin was that of a hungry animal. Strings of greasy black hair, shot through with white, tumbled to his shoulders. “Don’t get me wrong,” he whispered. “I think you did the right thing. She’s the piece you need.”
“I don’t know who you are, but—”
The guy narrowed his eyes, and John simply trailed off. What was that stink? Was it carried on the man’s breath, or did he sleep in a trash bin behind a sushi restaurant? Christ! “There’s the other thing, of course,” the guy said, “but if you’ve got what it takes, I can help you with that.” He trained his eyes on John’s, and there was something dark and deadly in them. “And, Johnny my boy, I think maybe you do.” He put his hand on John’s shoulder and leaned in toward him.
John opened his mouth, grasping for some kind of reply, and Danny’s car pulled up. The tires squeaked against the curb. The guy took his hand off John’s shoulder.
Danny got out. “All right,” he said. “Let’s load up.”
John glanced at him and then back to the guy, who was already walking away, the heels of his cowboy boots clacking against the concrete.
“Yeah,” John said to his brother. “Sure.”
***
They loaded the car in silence. Quentin and Seth had already taken off, so there was just Danny’s drum set to load up—an appreciable amount of equipment, but at least none of it was very heavy. They crammed it into Danny’s little hatchback and headed toward John’s place. It wasn’t far.
They pulled up outside the little shack John was renting, a tiny hovel with barely basic amenities stashed on a lot between a bunch of four-bedroom historic houses. The shack was a placeholder for the lot, and it was evidently so ungodly old that it had been grandfathered in despite the neighborhood’s now-stringent neighborhood-association rules. It should have been bulldozed twenty years ago.
“You doin’ all right?” Danny asked him, as usual. “Making ends meet?”
“I’m okay.” John hopped out of the car without looking at him.
“Let me know if you need anything, okay?”
“Yeah, sure.” John shut the door. “See you at practice,” he said through the open window.
“Yeah. You bet.”
Danny pulled away, and John walked up the sidewalk to his humble shack, set way back on the lot. He fumbled with his keys in the streetlight for a moment before finding the keyhole. The idea of locking the door was kind of a joke—a good hard kick would probably tear the door right off its hinges, and if it didn’t, a good hard kick three feet to the left would almost certainly put a hole in the wall—but it was habit. That, and he was worried that if he made it too easy, he’d come in one day to find that a dozen homeless people had taken up residence.
He got the door open and went inside, not bothering to turn on the light. Electricity cost money, and the grungy yellow streetlight painting the blinds was bright enough for now. He walked through the small, empty living room and down the short hall to his bedroom. He threw his notebook on a shelf made of cinder blocks and scavenged lumber, already groaning under wobbly stacks of magazines, books, CDs, and DVDs—his whole exhaustive collection of rock history. The souvenirs of half a dozen college road trips and other expeditions were lined up neatly along the top shelf. A broken drumstick from a Steve Earle concert he’d driven three hundred miles to see. A ticket stub from the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. A shot glass he’d smuggled out of the Whisky a Go-Go, that epic landmark of LA’s rock scene, a place that had shocked him by turning out to be about the size of a large bathroom. He even had a stick of Elvis lip balm, all he’d been able to afford on his short trip to Graceland. One day he hoped to make a pilgrimage to Jeff Buckley’s grave and collect a stick or a rock or a handful of dirt. Something.
It was a good collection of stuff, and he had visions of talking about it in an interview one day in the not-too-distant future when he was rich and famous.
John lowered himself to the mattress on the floor and sat against the wall. Usually he’d crack open his journal after a show and write down a few thoughts, but he felt a mean headache coming on. The shakes, too. He always had a post-show adrenaline high, even if they played just for the sound guy (which was typical), but his anxiety this time had been thrumming like a string that had been wound too tight, and his mind was so revved up now that he doubted he’d get any sleep tonight.
Stephanie Case was going to play in his band. Fantastic.
His stomach twisted and did an unpleasant flip-flop. What had that guy said outside the club? You don’t have the money, do you? John didn’t know how the guy knew that, but he was right on, eerily enough. Case thought she was going to make two hundred bucks, the guys thought the show paid two hundred bucks total, and the reality was that it paid forty dollars plus tips. John had been so excited about the possibility of playing a real show instead of new band night for a change that he’d guessed what the guys would accept for doing the show and put up the remaining one hundred and ten bucks to pay them himself. It would clean him out, but it would get them in front of a college crowd. At some level, he realized it was stupid and he never should have done it, but he had done it, and he had no intention of backing out.
Except now he’d promised Case the whole two hundred bucks—fifty of which he didn’t even have, because that would have been his imaginary share of the take.
Tomorrow’s problem, he thought. Or the next day’s.
He swallowed and started to feel a little better. The show had sucked, there was no question about that—but somehow he’d managed to snag one hell of a guitarist.
Now he’d just have to figure out how to keep her.
Practice was held in a rented practice room that was just like all the other rented practice rooms Case had ever seen. Four people and all their equipment were jammed into a room the size of a modest walk-in closet, one of dozens packed into the carved-up space of a defunct elementary school. The walls were lined with grey egg-crate foam that did nothing to dampen the sound of the speed metal band rehearsing in the next room. Why was it, she wondered, that there seemed to be a speed metal band next door to every practice room she set foot in? It was like a malign cosmic law, proof that there was no God.
At least there was no porn on the walls. That was a welcome change.
She arrived early, as she always did, reasoning that practice was supposed to start at seven, so she should get there beforehand and set up. Be ready to play at seven. It never seemed to work out that way, so she was pleasantly surprised when John and his drummer were there waiting for her. John had already made a spare copy of the key, which he handed to her without a word when she came in.
She paid the two of them little attention, setting up her gear while Danny set up and tuned his drums and John fiddled with the PA.
The bass player—Quentin, she recalled—walked in at about five minutes to seven and did an honest-to-god double take when he saw her.
“Uh . . .” he said stupidly, looking back and forth from Case to John like he had some kind of twitch.
Oops, Case thought. She leaned over her amp to plug in a cable, letting her hair fall across her face and hide her grin. Somebody forgot to let Quentin know the score.
John didn’t seem to even notice. He gave Quentin, still standing in the doorway, a puzzled look and motioned him inside.
Danny caught it, though. He put his drum key down on the snare. “Aw, hell, John. You didn’t call Quentin?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Quentin, this is Case. She’s, ah, she’s our new guitarist. Case, Quentin.”
Quentin looked like he wanted to say something, but he cast her a nervous glance and let it drop. “Meetcha,” he mumbled, and went over to his amp.
Case put on her guitar, a battered goldtop Les Paul that she wore slung as low as she could handle. It hung below her waist, which was a little awkward for her fretting hand sometimes, but it made things a hell of a lot easier for her picking hand. Besides, if it was good enough for Jimmy Page . . .
She tuned up, and, shockingly, the whole band was ready to go by seven.
First time I’ve ever seen that happen.
“Okay, we’ll start with ‘Aftermath’ and see how it goes,” John said. Danny counted it off almost before she was ready, but she jumped on it just in time.
It was an easy song, like all the songs John had sent her. Straightforward chord changes, no solo, no bridge, nothing fancy. It was an unfuckuppable song. Hell, the chorus had the same chord progression as the verse—it was like a meaner, less inspired version of “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,” the same four chords for three and a half minutes. It was so easy that the real challenge was keeping her mind from wandering. She varied the rhythm a little bit, tried to syncopate it some, and threw in a few different chord voicings to spice it up, but it was like lentils—basically bland, no matter what you threw on top of it.
She looked around the room, watching and listening to the other musicians as her hands went on autopilot. Quentin wouldn’t look at her, and he seemed to be trying to push himself into the wall. Danny was grooving, though. The song was so dull that the dynamics changes were the only thing carrying it, musically, and he pushed and pulled those through effortlessly. She found herself edging closer to him, embellishing a little bit around his rhythm, and the two of them eased into a back-and-forth that almost had a little spark to it. By the end of the second chorus, she was starting to feel good, and she lit into a solo that hadn’t existed in the song before.
John sang the first few words of the verse before tapering off under her onslaught. She shot a challenging look at him, but he just nodded approval. Quentin didn’t seem to know what the fuck was going on, but the chords were impossible to screw up, so he kept playing what he’d been playing. John came back in after one verse figure and Case slid back into the rhythm part. Danny shot her a grin, and she found herself smiling back.
They finished the song.
“That was . . . different,” Quentin said. He was scowling.
“Yeah it was,” John said. He looked terribly serious, but a light danced in his eyes. “Hell yeah.”
After that, they practiced hard. John seemed to warm up some and get a little more comfortable, and while his voice was still thin and off-key, he didn’t suck quite as badly as he had the other night. And it was clear that nobody outworked him. He rode himself mercilessly, having the band play the third verse of one song about fifteen times while he sang it over and over. He didn’t seem to know what he wanted, just that each new attempt wasn’t quite it. He was groping toward something, Case thought, trying one thing after another like searching for a light switch in the dark.
He didn’t have the musical expertise to tell Danny or Case what to do, so he left them alone, but he got exasperated with Quentin quite a bit. “Jesus, Quentin, can you just remember the change for once? And I need you to back off there, I can’t hear myself!” Quentin seemed to take it okay, but Case didn’t know how he managed. She’d have simply walked out if John had treated her that way.
They practiced the same ten songs for over three hours, at the end of which Case and Danny were drenched in sweat and Quentin looked like he wanted to crawl under his amplifier and hide. John was so hoarse he could barely talk above a whisper. Case figured that couldn’t be good for him—it had to be doing some damage, but whatever. It was his voice.
“Tomorrow night, seven again?” John whispered as they packed up.
Danny shook his head. “Can’t do it. My—ah, I got stuff going on.” He gave Case a sidelong look and then promptly looked down at his drum set.
“I can’t either,” Case said. “Gotta work for a living. Can’t do Wednesday, either. Thursday should work.”
John frowned. “Okay, then. Thursday.”
Case put her guitar in the case. She wondered if she should take the amp, too, but decided against it. She’d just have to bring it back.
She was halfway out the door when she had an odd thought. That’s how a musician knows she’s home. It’s where she leaves her gear.
She rolled her eyes at herself. “Thursday,” she said to the room at large, and she left.
***
John was buzzed—that had been almost like real rock and roll! If they could tighten it up just a little before the show, it would be all right. For the first time in months, he felt like he was making progress.
His excitement dimmed a little when he saw Quentin staring at him, brooding like a storm cloud. “What happened to Seth?”
John looked away. “You know how it is.”
“Not sure I do. How is it?” Quentin spoke quietly, but John could hear a low anger in his voice.
John sighed. He had worried so much about how to handle Quentin’s cut of the upcoming show that he’d forgotten Quentin and Seth were buddies. Even if they hadn’t been, Quentin didn’t take surprises well. Great.
“She’s good,” John said. He could elaborate, but probably not in a way that would make Quentin any happier. He thought through a few options and decided to leave it at that.
Quentin stared at him for a long time before finally looking down. “Yeah,” he said. He rolled up his cables, threw them in a bag, and headed toward the door. “See you Thursday.”
John let out a breath he hadn’t even known he’d been holding. That was one problem down. Not the one he’d actually been worried about, so it shouldn’t have come as much relief, but he felt buoyed anyway.
“Hell of a rehearsal, huh bro?” he asked Danny.
“Yeah,” Danny said. He had a distant look in his eyes, but he was still grinning. “That was all right.”
“Thanks, Captain Understatement. That was better than all right, and you know it.”
Danny shrugged. “We’re getting there. Not there yet, but a hell of a lot closer. I don’t know how you talked her into coming, but good call.”
That was the opening—John doubted there’d be a better one. He braced himself. “Ah, about that . . .”
Danny’s distant look got a whole lot closer. “Yeah?”
“I, uh, I had to make some promises to get her on board.”
“Oh, Jesus. John, do you ever think before you open your mouth? Ever? What did you tell her?”
John looked at the ceiling. “I told her the pay for the college show was two hundred bucks.”
“So?” It took Danny another second to put it together. “Oh, fuck—”
“I told her that her pay for the college show was two hundred bucks,” John said, cutting him off.
“Yeah, I got it. Quentin is going to murder you in your sleep.”
John tried on a weak grin. “So, I was wondering if maybe I could borrow fifty bucks.”
“To pay Quentin,” Danny said flatly.
“To pay Quentin.”
“I ought to beat your ass,” Danny said, but by the tone of his voice John knew that the argument was already won. “I ought to let Quentin murder you in your sleep. I ought to help.”
John’s smile widened. He couldn’t seem to stop it.
“So I’m out fifty bucks, because I don’t get my cut, and then I’m out another fifty bucks because I have to pay for Quentin. Is that about right?”
John tried, unsuccessfully, to wipe the smile off his face. “Yeah. I’ll pay you back.”
“Yeah, right. Pull the other one.” Danny sighed and scratched his close-cropped scalp. “I’ll spring for it this time, but we’re gonna split four ways, evenly, after this.”
“Cool,” John said. “This’ll work out great—you’ll see.”
“It better,” Danny said. “Gina’s gonna be pissed,” he added to himself.
“Gina,” John echoed. “Your—ah, stuff you gotta do tomorrow night?”
Danny didn’t say anything.
“Don’t you forget Rule Number One,” John said.
“Don’t worry about me,” Danny snapped.
John let it drop.
He can hear the sound of the crowd. On the other side of the curtain, like a beast with ten thousand heads, the mass of people chants his name: Johnny! Johnny! Johnny! The stamping of their feet vibrates up through the stage, up through the soles of his feet, into his belly, his heart.
His throat. Their voice is his voice now, raw, thunderous, and powerful.
He looks to the left and to the right, and a sneer—a pure rock-and-roll sneer, a Billy Idol sneer—no, an Elvis sneer—pulls his lip up. Case is to his right, as always, but her goldtop Les Paul has been replaced by a guitar the color of blood, so deep and rich it seems almost to be dripping. To his left stands the bass player. John doesn’t recognize the man, but he’s strangely unconcerned. The bass player gives him a nod. All clear, he seems to say. Danny is ready behind him, just waiting for the signal.
He looks around one more time. The crowd is frenzied now as the stage lights come up.
Standing off in the wings, just past the mystery bass player, is Bob Dylan. Highway 61 Bob Dylan, his face smooth and unlined, his hair frizzed out in a thousand directions, his eyes hidden behind black plastic sunglasses. Robert Plant stands next to Dylan, shirt hanging open, arms folded. Dylan tips Johnny a nod, but Plant has a fuck-you expression on his face. Impress me, his face says. His eyes are black and flat, like sharks’ eyes.
Behind both of them, an aging ex-rocker, his lined face all harsh angles and deep creases. He cocks a finger at John and grins.
Johnny tears his gaze away. He raises his hands, and the curtain starts to rise. The noise of the crowd rises with it, the chant breaking into numberless cheers.
The band starts, and the stage sound is loud, louder than the crowd, louder than the bellowing voice of God at the instant of creation. There are no other sounds in the whole universe.
Johnny steps forward, leaning the mic stand over, inhaling deeply before the first word.
The thick, rancid scent of decaying fish rolls into his sinuses and down his throat, and he chokes.
***
John woke with bile already racing up his throat. He jolted awake, bolting for the hall, but it was already too late. He didn’t make it even close to the bathroom, but he was lucky enough to get clear of the mattress before his dinner came forth in one great convulsion, splashing the floor and spattering the walls.
He fell to his knees, choking and retching. His hands shook like mad, and he balled them into fists, using them to support his body as he leaned forward and spasmed.
That awful smell . . .
He knew it was just a dream, but he couldn’t shake the sense that that horrible smell had been there, right there in the room with him in the seconds before he threw up. Now there was just the acid stench of vomit.
Smell or no, the dream kept coming back. It had been a couple of weeks since the show, two weeks since he’d talked Case into playing with the band, and it was a similar dream every night, with slight variations on the theme. Sometimes the curtain rose and John sang. In those dreams, his voice sounded glorious, but the crowd had turned to corpses. Sometimes they were still and dead, and other times they were living corpses that jeered at him and charged the stage just before he awoke. Often, he never sang at all—that stink choked him, or the equipment wouldn’t work, or worse. Once, Robert Plant had stepped forward and cut the bass player’s throat before the band had started playing.
Those were bad enough, but the worst was the simplest: The curtain rose, the band played, and he sang. He sang as he never had awake, as he knew he never could, and the crowd, enthralled and enraptured, sang with him. He woke from that dream with a sense of loss so deep that he wept.
That guy really got to me, he told himself for the tenth time. He had to stop thinking about the guy from the show, the one lurking in the wings in his dream. The guy had creeped him out, and he couldn’t leave the memory alone, like picking a scab. He called me Johnny. Maybe John had announced himself onstage—he couldn’t remember. The guy could have overheard someone talking to him. There were plenty of explanations for that. But he knew about the money.
Yeah, and there was no good explanation for that. There was nothing to be done about it, though, and John tried to push it out of his mind.
He finished coughing and went into the bathroom to rinse out his mouth. It was still dark out. He’d have plenty of time to clean up the floor, do a little writing, and take a shower. Definitely take a shower. It would be a cold shower, since he’d stopped paying the gas bill in order to free up the cash to take a voice lesson twice a month, but he was getting used to cold showers.
After that, there would be nothing to do but wait a few hours. The show was today, and Danny would be by early in the afternoon to pick him up.
Yeah, the show. No wonder I’ve been having these dreams. It’s just stage fright.
He repeated it like a mantra while he scrubbed the floor. Just stage fright.
***
Case had been busy in the two weeks since agreeing to play the show with the band. She’d picked up a few extra shifts at Applebee’s and split most of the rest of her time, as usual, between practicing and looking for another job. The Applebee’s gig sucked worse than Steely Dan, and the sooner she could get out of that, the happier she’d be. At least the schedule was flexible—she had no problem trading a shift to free up the Saturday for the college trip. Weekend shifts were easy to get rid of, since there were more customers and better tips.
Probably not two hundred bucks’ worth of tips, though.
Practice had gone as well as could be expected, given what they had to work with. Quentin had tightened up considerably, and she had worked out her parts to her satisfaction. Danny was solid as always, and John—well, there was nothing to be done about John. He was what he was. Still, she didn’t think they were going to humiliate themselves, and that was a good first step.
Case turned in to the parking lot of the practice building at around two in the afternoon, bleary-eyed and squinting at the sun. She’d lost track of time the night before and ended up playing her guitar until the small hours of the morning—unplugged, so as not to aggravate her neighbors, with whom she already had a tenuous relationship—and she was barely awake. She had picked up an enormous coffee at the 7-Eleven on the way, and it was already half gone. She’d have to piss something fierce in an hour or so, but that was better than falling asleep on the road.
Danny’s hatchback pulled in next to her as she was getting out of her car. John got out and stretched.
“Nice day, huh?”
She stared at him through half-lidded eyes. “You look like hell.”
“Didn’t sleep much,” he said. “I see you’re extra cheerful today.”
“Let’s load up.”
They started moving the stuff, packing it into Danny’s hatchback and into her little Toyota in any way they could get it to fit. Nobody had a van, so they’d agreed to take two vehicles, and she had insisted that she drive one of them. They seemed like good guys, but she hadn’t known them long. She’d keep control of one of the cars, thank you very much. She had some doubts about whether her ten-year-old Corolla would make it the three hours to Wichita Falls, Texas, and back, but she’d take her chances.
Quentin showed up before long. He went inside to get his bass rig, and John stopped her from following.
“Just a sec,” he said.
“Yeah?”
“I’m riding with you, if that’s all right.”
“Not with your brother?”
“Nah,” John said. “Quentin—well, honestly, you stress Quentin out.”
She shrugged. “Whatever. You ride wherever you want.”
They finished loading, and she watched as John situated himself near her passenger-side door. Sure enough, Quentin took in the situation and looked relieved as he headed toward Danny’s car.
She finished her coffee in one long swallow, and then they were off.
***
Highway 287 was a boring road all the way west. John said he’d stay up to keep her company, but he didn’t even make it ten miles. He slumped down in a position that made Case’s back and neck hurt just to look at and started snoring shortly thereafter. She turned up the CD player.
The next time he was conscious was when they stopped to hit the restrooms. John grabbed lunch at a roadside stand, then picked at it, taking a few bites of his cheeseburger before wrapping it back up in the paper and throwing it out.
“Nerves,” he explained sheepishly. Case shook her head.
John fell asleep a few miles later and didn’t wake up until they were rolling into Wichita Falls, a little after five in the afternoon. He started jittering, tapping his foot, and folding his notebook right away, and Case figured his nerves were cranking up already. She hoped he wouldn’t puke.
“There,” he said. “That’s the college.”
“Midwestern State University,” Case read off a sign. “Home of the Mustangs.”
John leaned forward. “Cool.”
Case nodded. She drove through campus, looking around at the buildings. Students walked between classes, but they didn’t walk very far.
“This is a very small college,” she said with some asperity.
“I told you it was, didn’t I?”
She pulled over to the curb, stopped, and put the car in park. John pressed himself against the car door.
“John?” Her voice was pitched low and felt tight in her throat.
“Yes?”
“Look me in the eye and tell me that this college is going to pay us eight hundred dollars to play for a couple of hours.”
He squirmed. Case saw a frantic look in his eye, and he looked out the window like he was half-thinking about making a run for it. “I never said that,” he said.
She ground her teeth. “You told me, very clearly, at least twice, that I would personally take home two hundred dollars from this gig.”
“That’s true,” he said.
“It better be. If you stiff me, I will pull your balls off.”
John nodded hastily. “I won’t stiff you, I swear. I never lied to you—I told you you’d get two hundred dollars, and you’ll get it.”
She faced forward and put the car in gear. Before she pulled away from the curb, something else occurred to her. She turned back to John. “How much is the total pay for the gig?”
“Six hundred,” he said, too fast. She gave him a flat look. “Forty dollars,” he mumbled.
“Forty dollars,” she repeated.
“Yeah.”
She closed her eyes. When she opened them again, John had a stupid, sickly grin on his face. “You dumb fuck,” she said. “If—and I stress if—I stick with this band for any length of time, you are never allowed to handle band finances again. Got that?”
John nodded. “So, since now you know about the forty, do you suppose that maybe—”
“Don’t even joke about that. Just shut up, John.”
He shut up.
***
“This is a fucking cafeteria,” Case said.
John glanced nervously at the two girls from the Student Activities Committee, who were in turn looking nervously at Case, as if she might go off or something. The four of them stood in the basement of the student union, in a little corner area full of ugly, varnished yellow tables and benches.
“It’s not really a cafeteria,” John said. “It has more of a, I don’t know—coffeehouse vibe.”
Case didn’t bother to address that. She walked over to the tiny platform that constituted a stage and made a show of inspecting it. The drums would fit on it, just. She put her hands on her hips. “Where’s the PA?”
One of the girls—John thought her name was Charlotte—pointed at a big green Rubbermaid box in the corner. Case walked over and pulled a snarl of cables out of it and looked inside. She dropped the mess on the floor and then picked up a speaker that was about the size of a toaster. The look on her face could have curdled milk.
John walked to the box, trailing the nervous committee girls. There was a second toaster-sized speaker in the box and a cheap combination mixer and power amp.
“I, uh, guess these are the monitors?” he said hopefully.
Case gave him another of her withering stares. She could communicate an awful lot with silence, John had noticed. Mostly disapproval. And anger. She was very good at anger.
John had a sinking feeling. “Those are the mains, aren’t they?”
“What do you mean?” Charlotte asked.
“Yes,” Case said, ignoring her. “Those are the main PA speakers.”
“No monitors? At all?”
“You figure it out.”
Danny and Quentin showed up then. Danny took in the place in one glance. His forehead wrinkled up and his mouth tightened in that way it did when he was trying not to laugh. He was being a good sport, but that only pissed John off.
Quentin looked like somebody had punched him.
“Well, let’s get the gear in,” Danny said. He chuckled. “I’ll get the roadies started and make sure the tour manager has security on standby. Looks like it’s gonna be a rowdy gig.”
Case grinned, and it looked like there was actual humor in her smile instead of just spite. That made John feel even worse—this wasn’t much of a gig, but it was still important, dammit! His guts were churning; he was worried about the equipment, about whether anybody would show up, and above all about his own performance. Was it too much to ask for them to take it seriously?
“I’ll start unloading,” he said, and he stalked out.
***
They put the little speakers up on chairs that were themselves on top of tables they’d dragged to the sides of the “stage.” There were, in fact, no monitors, so they angled the speakers in toward the center to try to give John a fighting chance to hear himself. If he moved so much as half an inch forward, squalls of screeching feedback rent the air, but if he moved back a step, he couldn’t hear himself at all.
Not that he could hear himself that well in any case. The speakers were small and not nearly loud enough to get over the drums. At first, John just turned the amp up louder, but the speakers started to distort, putting out an ugly, compressed sound that fuzzed out whenever he got loud. That wouldn’t work, so he tried fiddling with the equalizer to find some way to get the vocals to stand out more in the mix.
After twenty or thirty minutes of this, Case pushed him out of the way and cranked the amp up until well past the point of ugly distortion. John grimaced. His voice sounded like it was coming out of a megaphone and going through a fuzzbox at the same time.
Case listened for a moment and then nodded. “That’s not a bad sound for you.”
“Thanks.”
She shrugged. “It makes you sound mean. Can’t understand a damn thing anyway, so you may as well sound like you’ve got some attitude.”
He wasn’t sure the speakers were going to survive the experience, but the sound definitely had attitude. It made the feedback problem even worse, though, until he found the one spot where the mic could stand without shrieking all the time. He resolved not to touch the mic stand the whole night. That would be awkward—he had no idea what he’d do with his arms, and he suspected he would look like a fucking tool, but those seemed like the least of all available evils.
It was a good thing they’d arrived early, because sound check took over two hours. They finished up less than twenty minutes before the show was supposed to start. A handful of curious students had already taken up some of the chairs toward the back.
Behind them, standing in the very back corner, stood an aging ex-rocker, hair hanging lank around his face, his eyes narrowed in a steady, measuring squint.
What the fuck is he doing here? John’s nerves, already frayed from the gathering crowd and the stress of sound check, sizzled with unwanted extra voltage. His stomach heaved and twisted, and he excused himself. It was all he could do not to run to the bathroom, and as soon as he got around the corner, he did run. He made it to the toilet just before his meager lunch came up.
He washed his hands and rinsed out his mouth. His hands were shaking even worse than they usually did before a show. He stared at himself in the mirror for a minute or more, working up his courage, and then he went back out.
The guys—Case included—were waiting just to the side of the stage.
“All right,” he said, trying not to look at the crowd, or past it to the man appraising them at the back of the room. “Let’s go.”
***
The performance turned out to be a good time, much to Danny’s surprise. They made a few embarrassing fuckups at the beginning, but the crowd had a good attitude and didn’t seem to care. About thirty bored college kids had showed up, probably because the entertainment options in Wichita Falls, Texas, were pretty thin, particularly for the under-twenty-one crowd. They weren’t the most animated crowd he’d ever seen—mostly they just sat at the tables and nodded their heads—but they clapped at the right parts and didn’t run off, so that was cool.
John didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands, so he jammed them in his pockets and left them there the whole time. He looked like a flagpole or a stalk of corn, and Danny felt bad for him. He sang as badly as Danny had ever heard him, and between songs, he made awkward, garbled jokes into the mic and shuffled his feet a lot.
That was a shame, but it would be okay. It was obvious that the students had come out because they were bored, but that they stayed because of Case. She was smokin’ tonight, playing like a woman possessed. Danny had been worried before the show—she had seemed more than a little put out at the venue, and really pissed at John, doubtless for one of the ten thousand reasons John usually pissed people off—but Danny had cracked a few jokes and gotten a smile out of her, and once the music started she loosened up a lot. She was a hell of a player, and it was hard not to watch her move once she got into it. Danny stared, just like everyone. At one point, she turned around in the middle of a song and happened to lock eyes with him. It felt like a spark—no, lightning—jumped from her to him. He flushed and almost lost the beat. She turned away in an eyeblink, and maybe it was wishful thinking or just his distractedness, but he thought that she fumbled the next chord.
During the last song, she got up on one of the tables and played her solo to raucous cheering. This was probably the loudest it had ever been in this room, Danny thought.
They got a hell of an ovation when they finally finished up, a little before ten, and the four of them stared at each other in bemusement and surprise. Danny gave Quentin and John a high-five each, and then held up a hand for Case.
“That’s really lame,” she said, but her eyes were bright and she was smiling.
“Come on.”
She slapped his hand hard enough to sting his palm.
A lot of the students hung out while the band tore down, and while most of them wanted to talk to Case—she was not incredibly receptive to this, Danny noted, answering in monosyllables—a few of them were musicians who wanted to talk shop with Danny and Quentin. Danny chattered happily about snare drum heads and bass pedal tension, Neil Peart and Mike Portnoy and all the usual drummers-only topics, and before he knew it one of the kids invited him and the rest of the band to a party off-campus.
That was when he noticed that John was gone.
“Fucking Christ,” John spat as he kicked open the doors exiting the student union. The air had grown stifling and oppressive inside, and he wanted nothing more than to get out, to get as far away from this building as possible. He’d tolerated it as long as he could, but as the mob formed around Case and zit-faced college kids lined up to talk to Danny—and a couple of cute college girls stood giggling and talking up Quentin, for fuck’s sake!—he’d stood, alone, just in front of the stage, waiting for any sort of acknowledgment. None had come. One kid gave him a sheepish nod and half a smile as he walked past, trying to get to Danny. When John had finally stalked off, nobody had even noticed.
“What a goddamn disaster.”
Outside, a soft breeze blew over him, but instead of cooling him down, it made him unnaturally aware of his clammy, sweaty skin.
The scent reached him before he saw the man—cigarette smoke covering something nastier, more elemental. John turned, and though he knew what he would see, he still gave a start when he saw the old guy, the ex-rocker, leaning against the wall as he’d leaned against the bar two weeks before.
“What are you doing here?” John asked.
The guy exhaled a cloud of smoke that curled and writhed in the air. “Your band did good tonight, Johnny,” he whispered.
Those few kind words blunted the edge of John’s misery, and he started to relax. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”
“Not you, Johnny. The band.” The guy looked directly at John, his eyes gleaming black caverns in his skull, and the corners of his lips curled up. “You sucked.”
“Hey, asshole, I—”
The guy flicked his cigarette to the sidewalk and walked toward John. “Yeah?”
John looked down. “I wasn’t asking for your opinion,” he muttered.
Cold, damp fingertips touched his chin and pushed his head up to meet the man’s eyes. “It’s not gonna get any better, you know. They’re good. Your guitar player is real good. She’s gonna get up on stage and shake her ass, and you’re gonna be left outside, watching them clamor for her attention every time.”
“That’s . . . that’s not really fair,” John said. “She works hard.”
“The band’s got the magic, Johnny. Believe me, I know. They’re gonna be the real deal. How long do you think it’ll be before they figure out you’re holding them back? Half a dozen more shows? Maybe a dozen, at most? You looking forward to starting over when they shitcan you?”
“They can’t fire me,” John protested, but he heard the whine in his own voice. “It’s my band. Danny’s my brother, for Christ’s sake.”
An awful sound clawed its way up from the man’s throat, as if he were coughing up jagged metal hairballs. It took John a second to recognize it as laughter.
“Sure,” the guy said. “Sure.”
“What do you want from me?” John shouted. “I’m doing the best I can, dammit! Did you follow me all the way up here just to make me feel like shit? You’ve got that much time on your hands?”
“I’m telling you how it is, Johnny. And like I told you before, I can help you. If you’ve got the guts for it.”
“How are you going to help me? You can’t even fucking talk.” That got another hideous laugh from the man, so John kept talking to drown it out. “And what do you know about me? How did you know my name? How did you know about the money? Who the hell are you, anyway?”
The guy put out a pale hand. “Call me Douglas. I’ve been looking for you for a long time, Johnny. You’re going to do great things.”
John reluctantly shook the man’s hand, then pulled away, fighting the urge to wipe his hand on his pants. The wind picked up, and without the cigarette masking the smell of decay, John’s stomach rolled over. “Yeah, I’m off to a hell of a start.”
“Everybody was nobody once.”
“Most of them stay that way.”
“Come with me, and I promise you won’t.” The man’s words hung heavy in the air, the whisper seeming to echo and scrape in John’s ears. This seemed like such a crock of shit, and yet—
The door to the student union swung open behind him, letting the yammering of the small crowd out into the night. It seemed to violate the silence somehow, and John clenched his fists.
“Hey, there you are.” It was Quentin. “We’re going to a party, come on.” Quentin’s eyes glanced over at Douglas, then quickly back to John. “Come on,” he repeated.
Douglas spoke before John could answer, his nasty whisper carrying on the night air. “You having a good time, Quentin? Meet some nice girls in there?”
“Come on, John.”
A lurking green anger flared to life in John’s heart. “Answer the man’s question,” he said. “You meet some nice girls in there?”
Quentin reached one hand back and rested it on the door handle. “Yeah, I guess so. You coming or what?”
“Nope. You have a good time.” He turned to Douglas. This is crazy! part of him thought. You don’t know this guy from Adam! But it was burned raw by the sudden release of anger. “All right. Let’s go.”
Douglas nodded and started walking. After a moment’s hesitation, John followed.
Quentin rushed forward and grabbed his arm. “Are you nuts? Who the hell is this guy? What do you want with him?”
John shook Quentin’s hand away. “Just business. Go have a good time. I’ll call you later.”
Ahead of him, Douglas was still walking, boots tapping a regular rhythm on the sidewalk. John rushed to catch up.
He could feel Quentin watching them until they turned the corner.
***
“Get in,” Douglas said.
John stared, openly gawking at the sleek black car parked at the curb. He didn’t know from cars, but this one was forty years old if it was a day, and yet it was so pristine it glistened in the moonlight. It had a hungry look to it, poised to leap though it wasn’t even running yet. “This is your ride?”
“Yeah. Nineteen-seventy Charger. They don’t make ’em like this anymore. Get in.”
The car started with a throaty growl, and John barely got in before Douglas peeled away from the curb. The lights of Wichita Falls, Texas, faded in the rearview mirror, and in a surprisingly short period of time, they were in the middle of nowhere. No streetlights, no house lights, no lights of any kind other than the stars and a fat, pale moon. This country seemed somehow slippery in time. Away from the road and the power lines, it could have been yesterday, or a hundred years ago. Maybe two hundred. Perhaps the illusion would disappear in the daylight—there’d be a tractor in the fields, airplanes overhead, something—but right now he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had invaded an earlier era. The few houses they passed with their electric porch lights seemed to shrink against the surrounding darkness.
John’s cell phone rang, and he jumped. He took it from his pocket, looked at the small screen. Danny. John turned the phone off.
“Where are we going?” he asked at last.
Douglas’s face was ghostly in the light from the dash. “You’ve heard of Robert Johnson?”
“Yeah. Blues guy.”
“The blues guy. He inspired Muddy Waters and Eric Clapton, Jimi Hendrix—all those guys. You know the story they tell about him?”
“Sure. Everybody knows that one. He went down to the crossroads and sold his soul to the devil.” John tried to laugh, but it died in his throat.
Douglas nodded. “He was nobody once, just like everybody else. Just a kid living on a plantation who wanted to play the blues more than anything else. He worked like hell, but it came slow.” His mouth twitched in a smile that was gone a second later. “You know how it is.
“He heard stories, though. If you wanted something bad enough, you went down to a certain crossroads at night, and you waited. There was a price to pay, of course, but there’s always a price to pay.”
“Nobody gets out alive,” John muttered.
“Yeah.” Douglas pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, separated one from the pack, and stuck it in his mouth. He offered the pack to John, but John waved him off. Douglas pushed the round knob of the car’s cigarette lighter into the dash. Wow, John thought. You don’t see those anymore.
Douglas continued, his hoarse voice sharp over the rumble of the engine. “So, one night, Robert put his guitar in the case and went for a long walk. Down to the crossroads. He waited around, and before too long he heard the sound of footsteps on the packed dirt behind him.
“He turned around, and there was a man there—a big man, in a black suit. The man didn’t say anything. He simply held out his hand. Robert put the case on the ground and took out his guitar. He looked from the guitar to the big man’s hand and back, and then he handed the guitar over.
“The man in the black suit tuned the guitar. He played just six notes, one for each string, and twisted the tuning pegs until each string seemed to sing all by itself. Then he handed the guitar back and walked off down the road.”
The lighter popped out of the dash, and Douglas lit his cigarette. The tip glowed redly in the darkness.
“When Robert woke up the next morning, he was the best blues player the world had ever known.”
“Cute,” John said. “He didn’t exactly live happily ever after, though.”
“Nope. He died when he was twenty-seven.”
“Like Kurt Cobain,” John said.
“And Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin.”
“And Jim Morrison.”
The man grinned. John shuddered and stared out the window. A possum glared up at him from the side of the road, its eyes reflecting an eerie, baleful yellow-green, its thick, grotesque rat tail curling around behind it. What the hell am I doing here? he asked himself without much conviction. This guy’s nuts.
The possum slipped off into the ditch. The car streaked by, and Johnny tried not to look into the darkness after the creature. He was suddenly convinced there would be other things out there looking back.
“So we’re going to Mississippi,” John said. The sarcasm tasted like dust in his mouth.
“No. There are other places where the world is thin. I think I know all of them by now.” Douglas stared forward still, his eyes shrouded and blank. “But we are going to the crossroads. How’s that grab you, Johnny?”
John turned back to the window. Douglas was nuts, he knew. But suppose John took him seriously. Suppose they were headed to the crossroads. How did that grab him?
The coffin was inevitable. Even at twenty-two, John knew that. You lived your allotted span and then they dumped you into a hole. And after that? He found it difficult to credit an eternity full of harps and angels and hosannahs. Nothing in the world he’d seen suggested that such was likely, while the alternative seemed evident in every headline, every atrocity, and every petty act of duplicity around him every day. John had never believed much in God, and he didn’t see any reason to start now. The devil, though? That guy had his hand in everything. Might as well take it when it was offered and get the most you could out of your threescore and ten.
Or even one score and seven?
Yeah. Even that.
“Just drive,” John said.
***
It was nearing midnight when Douglas slowed the car and turned onto a poorly marked side road. A sick tension hummed to life in John’s head, not exactly audible but just at the edge of sensation, like the shrieking noise he sometimes heard when somebody left an old television on.
Ahead, in the headlights, he could see a line perpendicular to the road, halfway up a low rise. A road.
Douglas slowed the car down as they approached. The road crossing theirs was another badly kept asphalt road. Aside from the drainage ditches to either side and the slight rise ahead, the ground was featureless. High grass, wet with dew, rippled in a slight breeze.
The tension in John’s head ratcheted up a notch. This place felt really bad in a way he couldn’t adequately describe, but it also felt . . . not quite right. Like two notes that were supposed to be in harmony, except one of them was out of tune.
Douglas turned the key in the ignition, and the car growled once before going to sleep. “Here we are.”
“I . . . think this is the wrong place,” John said slowly. “It doesn’t feel right.”
“Smart kid. But this is as far as I go.” A spasm of something—pain? sorrow? regret?—crossed Douglas’s face, and then it was gone. “What’s up ahead is . . .” He exhaled heavily. “It’s not for me. Not anymore.”
John waited for an explanation, but Douglas stared ahead, silent and waiting.
There seemed to be no more delays to be had or excuses to make. It was time to go on ahead, or tell Douglas that, sorry, this had all been a waste of time, and can we please go back now?
John grabbed the door handle and pulled. The door swung open smoothly, and he got out. Stones ground into the pavement under his shoes. He took half a step, then turned around. “Hey, kill the lights, would you?”
The headlights went dark.
There was no noise here. Nothing. No crickets, night birds, or even wind. He couldn’t bring himself to slam the car door in that oppressive silence, so he pushed the door until the dome light went off and left it like that, unlatched. Now that he was out of the car, he could see that the high grass here looked strange, wrong. It was too dark, almost black, and oddly twisted, with ragged edges along the blades. It seemed to conceal something horrible, and he moved to the center of the road.
He took another step, and that faint, awful dissonance ratcheted up in intensity, humming in his head, in his belly, in his chest. Two notes, sickeningly out of tune, pulsing and thrumming. It set up a resonance, an ache in his bones, and he thought if he stayed here for any length of time, it would slowly tear him apart. His heart would rupture; blood would blossom in his brain, seeping into his tissues even as his life drained away.
Don’t do this! the rational part of him begged. Or was it the frightened part? He couldn’t tell (maybe because there’s no difference right now), but it didn’t matter. The decision was made.
He started walking rapidly, almost running. He had to go, had to get where he was going before he lost his nerve. He had no doubts anymore, or at least none he dared contemplate, but he thought that if he slowed down for one second, if he flinched from the task he’d set himself, fear would set in, wrap its crooked, clutching fingers around his brain stem and squeeze. He’d slow down, stop, and turn around without ever consciously giving his body instructions or permission—fear would do that for him.
That kind of fear had been his secret reason, the reason he’d never told anybody, for dropping out of school. That, and Danny. He remembered Danny and all his rock star dreams from high school, the fire he’d had then. Danny had practiced like hell, night and day, until their father had finally told him he’d have to soundproof the garage or knock it off entirely. Danny had taken a break for three weeks while he figured out how to do the soundproofing, and then he’d done it—roping his little brother in for assistance, naturally, helping him hold up big sheets of heavy five-eighths-inch drywall and trying to nail it in place while keeping it from slipping. Once that job had been complete, Danny had gone right back to practicing like hell.
Then Danny had gone to college. There were bands, but there were also girls and schoolwork and a part-time job, and each time John talked to him, it seemed a little of the fire had gone out. Danny still played—still loved to play, maybe more than anything—but all those other considerations, all those other demands on his time added up. When he graduated, he found a job and moved to Dallas with Gina, and the drums had still been in storage when John visited four months later. He’d gotten them out eventually—“I still gotta play!” he’d told John one day—but he moved from one lackluster band to another without seeming to care whether they had any prospects or not. He needed to play, he said, and play he did, but there wasn’t anything special to it.
When John had begun the slow crawl out of his introverted cocoon in college and started singing, Danny’s lesson for him couldn’t have been clearer. It would have been so easy to finish the degree, get a nice, safe, cushy day job that took care of bills (and luxuries, like hot water), and play music on the side, just like his big brother. But then, too, John had known that if he compromised even slightly, he would have flowed like water down the path of least resistance. With the rent paid and food on the table, would he have ever pushed himself to get onstage, to face down his stage fright night after night, or would he have simply gotten used to it? It’s okay, he would have told himself. I’ll work on it later. No rush. He had known the outcome of that, thanks to Danny, and so, before the fear could paralyze him and guide him back to the path of least resistance, he had swept away all other options.
His parents had screamed blue murder, of course, and even Danny had called to ask him what he was thinking. He’d tried to respond with calm assurance—“This is my calling. This is what I’m supposed to do”—and while he believed that was true, it wasn’t the whole reason. Truth was, he didn’t want to let the fear get its hooks in, let that time slip away as if it were of no real importance—that’s what made the decision for him. And no matter how much his parents yelled and protested, once the decision was made, he took the next step and the next without daring to stop and reconsider or even talk about it.
His actions now were just a logical consequence of that first decision. Well, he thought, sort of a logical consequence. If he really stopped to think about it, his destination didn’t seem all that logical at all. In fact, it seemed more likely that he was rushing toward a dream, a nightmare that had taken root more deeply than it should have instead of being flushed out by his subconscious in the usual house-cleaning process dreams were supposedly part of. It seemed very likely.
It didn’t matter. The decision was made. Perhaps this was a waste of time—but perhaps it was not.
This isn’t worth it! That thought nearly got him to stop, it seemed so out of place. What had all his sacrifices been for, if this wasn’t worth it? What did his life mean? He thought of the shouting crowds of his dream. It would be madness to give that up, to walk away, to go back to a dysfunctional band where he would always be in danger of being abandoned, of being left to carve out his future by himself, talentless and afraid, of singing to empty rooms and trying like hell, breaking himself against nature and the inevitable, trying and failing and failing and failing to reach somebody, anybody.
His foot hit the ground, and the other one after it. As he walked, the dissonance coalesced into a terrible, gut-scraping sort of harmony. There was a slight rise ahead, and he pounded up it without slowing or looking back.
The strange tension got worse as he crested the rise, more dissonant and wrong, and yet . . . it pulled, too.
He reached the top of the rise, and he saw it.
“There,” he said, and his breath went out of him in a rush.
***
The crossroads were ahead, marked by an old, dead tree, gnarled and crooked. It hung over the smudge of road, black on grey, a lone sentinel watching over this haunted place, shielding itself from harsh moonlight with outflung limbs. The tree looked ancient, and the bark had fallen away, leaving only smooth wood that gleamed like bone in the moonlight. Hadn’t they executed criminals at crossroads? Or had they buried them there? He couldn’t recall, but the stout branches of the tree stretching over the road looked plenty strong enough to support a hangman’s noose. How long had that tree grown there? He didn’t want to think about it.
The awful tension fell off as John got closer, but it resolved itself into an even greater sense of wrongness. It was, he thought, as though the notes were now tuned correctly, but they made the ugliest chord imaginable.
He walked on, and the strange chord screamed and wept, weird harmonies humming somewhere not above or below his normal hearing but just outside it somehow. He’d never experienced anything like it, and as he stood in the moonlight at the center of the crossroads, he understood that there was power here—strange and unearthly power, something that transcended normal human experience. Something that demanded not just respect but awe.
The wind gusted, and the branches in the old tree clattered together like a handful of teeth. John turned. He didn’t like having his back to that tree. Anywhere else he looked, he could see as far as the moon would let him, but anything could be hiding behind that tree. He stared at it. It was only fifteen feet from the edge of the road opposite where he stood, but the thick crosshatched shadows thrown by the moon through the branches shrouded much of the tree in darkness. Was that a humped figure pressed up against the trunk, dark in the deep shadows, or was it simply a burl or a sawn-off branch that had long since healed over? It couldn’t be a person. Surely he’d have seen them when he walked over. Surely, he thought, surely, but his heart pounded harder all the same.
“Hello?” he asked. His voice sounded small and flat out here, out in this open space with nothing to reflect it back at him. He took a hesitant step toward the tree, never taking his eyes from the hump. Another step, and the wind picked up again. “Is someone there?” He chided himself for asking such a stupid question—if someone was there, they’d already shown that they weren’t going to answer. He suddenly found the presence of mind to wonder that if someone was there, and they weren’t the type to answer, then what possible good could they be up to? Why the hell was he approaching? If someone was lurking there, he ought to be running back to the car as fast as his skinny legs could carry him.
Nonetheless, he took a few steps closer. Now he stood at the edge of the road near the tree. That was as far as he would go. He felt a strong reluctance not to step off the road. He was tempted to laugh at himself—this wasn’t a fairy story, for God’s sake!—but he couldn’t find it funny at all.
“Hello?” he said again, stupidly. He didn’t speak loudly, though, and he couldn’t hear his voice over the pounding in his ears, the hammering of his heart.
The wind gusted again, harder. It pushed some of the branches aside, and for one split second, the moon shone on the sawn-off branch that came off the tree’s main trunk, the branch that John had gotten all worked up over.
He let out all the air in his lungs in one rush and almost started laughing. Then he heard a sound, faint over his own pounding heart, and he froze.
A footstep.
That’s your imagination, John. You worked it a little too hard in the last few minutes, and now it’s fucking with you.
Another footstep from behind him, sand crunching on the asphalt. Closer this time.
Don’t turn around, part of him begged. Please don’t turn around.
John turned around. There was somebody standing there, not ten feet away. John tried to scream, but terror had frozen his throat. He stared, eyes bulging and mouth open.
“Nice night,” the man said. His voice was deep and warm, good-humored and somehow calming. John’s scream dissipated, turned into regular, if somewhat rapid, breathing. The man waited patiently. He stood with an easy slouch, his black shirt open to the third or fourth button. In his left hand, he carried a battered guitar case, and silver rings glittered on his fingers. Dark hair spilled from beneath a cowboy hat and curled across his cheek. The brim of the hat cast his eyes into deep shadow.
“Uh. Yeah. Beautiful.” John’s voice was hoarse, his mouth dry. He seemed to have recently swallowed a pound of ash. He coughed.
“You okay?” the man asked, grinning.
John nodded.
“Didn’t mean to startle you,” the man continued. “You looked like someone I used to know.” Had John thought his voice pleasant? Maybe it was, on the surface, but something oily churned and slithered underneath it.
“I, ah, I get that a lot.”
The man just grinned again. He was closer now, close enough for John to see the neatly trimmed, pencil-thin line of beard edging his jaw, flowing into a tidy, short goatee. The man put down his guitar case. John’s eyes darted to it, then flicked away.
“You play?” the man asked.
“No. Not really. Uh, no.” That was the best John could do for an answer. Terror had split his brain into a dozen fragments, each handling a different problem badly. One fragment was gauging the distance to the car and screaming RUNRUNRUNRUN! over and over again. Another was warning him that his bladder was dangerously full and telling him it would be best to dump it right now. Still another was frantically supplying rational explanations for the apparition before him.
That last was easy to ignore. He knew what—who—was in front of him, whether he wanted to fully come to grips with it or not.
“Too bad,” the man said, disappointed. “Music is good for the soul. I gotta admit, I’m surprised. You look like a player.”
“I don’t—I mean, I sing,” John said.
The man’s grin widened, showing teeth unnaturally white in the moonlight. “Ah. There you go. Best instrument of all, the voice.” He took on a conspiratorial tone. “How’s that working out for you?”
John didn’t answer.
“I might be able to help you out.” The man’s teeth parted slightly, and his tongue glistened. “But I don’t get the feeling you’re all that serious. I look at you and I see a skinny kid, kind of goofy-looking, a little awkward. I bet you haven’t gotten laid in a long time. Be honest with me, Johnny—this has nothing to do with music. It’s really about pussy, isn’t it?”
John flinched. “No. Uh, no sir.”
The man showed his teeth again. “Oh, Johnny. I have seen your dreams, Johnny. You can’t lie to me.”
How had the man gotten so close? He was only an arm’s length away, close enough that John could have reached out and touched the collar of his shirt, if he’d wanted to do something so utterly insane as that.
“No,” John whispered.
“I have seen your dreams, Johnny. I’ve seen the women you dream about, flesh sweat-slick and soaking wet, writhing in ecstasy beneath you, legs wrapped around your body, nails gouging furrows into your skin.”
John was sweating now. As the man spoke, John saw images in his mind’s eye—his own fantasies paraded before him, furtive, frantic fantasies that lasted only a few minutes and left him feeling guilty and dirty and spent afterward. He saw a woman’s body laid bare, impossibly perfect, his mouth pressed to her breast. He saw her straddling him, his hands grasping her narrow waist, her back arched and mouth open, every muscle quivering. He saw her on all fours, kneeling on a bed covered in red satin, cords standing out on her forearms as she clutched the sheets in her fists and screamed. He screamed too as he bucked and thrust behind her. In the darkness around the bed, vague figures shifted and laughed and watched, and he did not care. He saw her turn, push him onto his back, and take him in her mouth. The images were too clear, more detailed than any dream or recollection he’d ever had. He could see the fine hairs along the back of her neck, sweat droplets on the side of her face. He could almost feel her—no, he could feel her! He could feel her hand wrapped around him, feel the skin of her fingertips. She climbed on top of him again, and he could feel the touch of naked flesh along his body, pliant yet firm. He could smell her now, too, as he could taste the sweat on his upper lip.
Standing on a back road in Texas, John trembled, but not in fear. He was distantly aware that he was so hard it hurt.
“You can’t lie to me,” the man said again. “I have seen your dreams.” He paused, and this time he did laugh. “Isn’t this what you want?”
John opened his mouth, but nothing came out. His mind was blank. He felt flushed, tense, unfulfilled. He wanted to answer the man and couldn’t even think of what answer to give.
“Well?”
The vision dimmed, and the faint pressure, the feeling of skin against John’s body eased. No, wait! Don’t make it stop please don’t stop oh God don’t ever let it stop. He felt like he would have given anything for just a few more minutes.
Anything? a nasty, seductive voice in the back of his head asked. Really?
“No,” he said. Somehow. His voice came out as a dry squeak, and he thought saying that word might have been the most difficult thing he’d ever done. “No.” Insanely, he added, “Thanks anyway.”
The man took one deliberate step closer, and the image—vision—evaporated. John’s shoulders slumped, and exhaustion swept through his body. Sweat stung his eyes, cold in the breeze. He tried to back away but managed only a little shuffle.
“What have we here?” the man asked. He laughed again. “Maybe I misjudged you. Maybe you’re more serious than I thought.” The man took a few steps around to John’s side. The moon caught him at a different angle, and for a second John could see the flesh of his neck, maggot-white and pulsing. Then the man turned, and his skin seemed normal once more. The stink hit John then, that same decaying-fish smell that clung to Douglas, only a hundred times worse, choking and foul. What, no brimstone? John thought crazily, even as his knees started to shake and the pain in his bladder doubled.
“What is it you want, Johnny? What else do you dream about?” The man leaned closer, almost whispering. John looked forward, not daring to turn his head, not daring to look into the eyes below the brim of the hat. If he saw them, he would go crazy. He would die, right here, right in the crossroads, and his spirit wouldn’t be able to find its way home. They’d find him with his eyes wide and staring, his hair white.
Johnny wondered if he would actually be able to talk, or if the words themselves were locked in his frozen throat. His tongue was leaden, shot full of novocaine, a block of wood.
The man waited.
Johnny opened his mouth, and incredibly, his voice did emerge, thin and creaking. “You . . . You know what I want.”
The man stepped forward, and that foul scent swirled around Johnny, thicker than ever, worse than he could ever have imagined. His guts clenched.
“Immortality,” the man said. “Of a sort. You wish to enthrall and captivate, to open the hearts of men—not to mention the legs of women—to enrich yourself and ensure your place in history with nothing . . . more . . . than the sound of your voice.” The man had circled around him, taking a step on each word—nothing, more, than—and now he stood before John again. John stared at him, unable to look away, and yet unable to see the man as clearly as before. The air shimmered in front of him, and the man’s image shifted and blurred. John saw nothing more than a man in a black shirt, decked out in silver rings—but he got an impression of something else, something with squirming maggot-white flesh and cold, implacable eyes.
This time, John’s voice did desert him. This is it, the nagging voice whispered. Was it the voice of prudence or fear, rationality or cowardice? Was there a difference? Was there any way to tell? This is your last chance. You can stop this right now. You can stop something terrible, something unspeakable, from happening.
John looked at the man, stared into the blackness where the man’s eyes should be, and he nodded.
“Say it,” the man said, and traces of that grinding, metallic sound surfaced, sharp enough to draw blood. “Say yes.”
“Yes,” John said, and his voice was the voice of an old, old man, weak and wheezing.
“And will you pay the price?”
As though from a great distance, John heard himself speak again. “Yes.”
The man held out his hand and waited.
John’s guts roiled. Don’t do this! he thought, but he knew it was way too late for that.
“Take my hand,” the man said.
John reached out. His hand passed through the weird shimmering area in front of the man, and the image wavered. John caught another glimpse of sickly pale, pulpy soft flesh before his eyes darted away. He tried to concentrate on the top of the man’s hat, certain that he didn’t want to see any more than he had already.
Shocking cold seized his hand as he pushed through some invisible barrier.
The man pushed toward him. In John’s peripheral vision, the motion looked strange, like the man’s elbow bent in the wrong place. John had a moment to wonder about that, and then he found the man’s hand. It was cold, the touch of an earthworm or a corpse ripe with decay. The fish stink was gagging-thick, a horrid miasma that swirled around John’s head until he was dizzy and sick with it.
Then the touch was gone.
John collapsed to his knees in the road, weeping and trembling, his limbs convulsing in wretched spasms.
When he finally had the strength to get up, the man was gone.
It was late the next day when Case dropped John off in front of his house. It had been a bad day of travel. John had met Danny at the party sometime around three in the morning and tried to smooth things over. Danny had been a little pissed, but he’d get over it. Quentin gave him a dirty look and continued to drink. John had been too wired to sleep, so he walked most of the night, coming back to the party around dawn just in time to meet Case. She’d slept in her car after getting bored with the party, which meant she hadn’t slept worth a damn either. The two of them tracked Danny and Quentin down and declared they were leaving.
Just past a speck of a town called Henrietta, Case’s car had started to overheat. It had taken them forever to find a mechanic that would work on it on Sunday. Once they finally did, it turned out to be a simple matter of replacing the serpentine belt.
That little adventure had eaten up most of the day. The sun was going down as John got out of the car.
Case didn’t even comment on the place. She watched him shoulder his backpack.
“Practice Tuesday?” she asked.
“Yeah,” John said, pleasantly surprised. He’d been worried the whole way home that she was going to wash her hands of Ragman after the strange way the weekend went down. “See you then.”
She nodded and drove off.
John let himself in. Though the sun hadn’t quite set yet, it was dark inside already. The dank scent of mildew hit him, which meant it must have rained while he’d been gone. The corner of the living room flooded when it rained a lot, and it always stank for a few days afterward. There was a smell under it this time that wasn’t normally there, though, something fishy and rotten. Dread coiled in his belly.
He turned on the light. The small living room and kitchen area were empty, as always. Nothing looked out of place, but that smell was definitely not typical. He left the living-room light on as he walked through the little house. He flipped on the bathroom light and a cockroach ran for cover. There was a tiny lizard, too, pink and translucent, in the bathtub. For a moment he entertained the idea that the lizard might be the source of the smell, but he reluctantly discarded it. Little lizards were forever getting in through cracks and gaps in the siding, and they never stank up the place like this. He ignored the lizard, left the bathroom light on, and took the three steps down the short hall into the bedroom.
The stink was worse here, and there was no kidding himself that it had come from something natural. There were no new discolored spots on the ceiling, no wet spots on the stained beige carpet. He walked over to the far wall, where the tendrils of plants had worked their way inside the house. A handful of them grew there, some creeping as much as a foot up the wall. He’d always felt reluctant to touch them, but he left them alone there nonetheless. It wouldn’t have surprised him at all if there was a leak here, but the slab was high enough off the ground that it was above any pools outside. In any case, the carpet was dry.
A rustling sound caused him to jump, startled, before he recognized the sound of the high weeds out back scraping against the walls. He let out a nervous laugh.
John walked back through the house one more time. The back door in the combined living room and kitchen was locked and bolted. As far as he knew, that door was unopenable anyway—the structure had shifted over time, and the door was wedged tightly in the frame. The window next to it gave him the creeps, though. All the other windows in the house were shrouded with blinds, ugly but functional, and he rarely opened them. The small window above the sink had no blinds, no curtains. It was simply a blank eye looking out on the man-high weeds in back, the same miniature forest that scratched and scrabbled against his bedroom wall. Looking out on the back—or looking in on the living room.
John backed away from it, back into the hall. He felt stupid, but he had a sudden horror of looking out and seeing a face, maggot-white with unblinking eyes, looking back at him. He watched the window as he stepped backward, terrified that something would appear. The only thing that could be worse than that would be if he turned away . . . and something watched him from behind.
Nothing so much as glimmered in the window, and once it was gone behind the corner, he went back to the bedroom.
Still nothing here but that too-familiar stink. It swelled, as though riding a hidden air current, became thick and gagging. Then it was gone.
“Jesus,” he said. He hoped that stench wouldn’t follow him around, clinging to his skin the way it did to Douglas. What the hell was it, anyway?
Whatever. It was gone now, and hopefully it would stay that way. Now that he was well away from that awful place in the Texas countryside, he was anxious to try singing and find out if he got what he’d bargained for.
He started to power up his iPod, then hesitated. It would be too easy to let the sound in the headphones give him a place to hide. He should do this a cappella.
Maybe I should wait, anyway. I’m tired—I probably won’t sound any good, just because of that. And I’m not warmed up. And I’m still a little hoarse from the show yesterday.
He shook his head. Excuses, all of them. He had to put it to the test eventually, didn’t he? What was he afraid of? That his voice would be the same as always, and this whole adventure had been a waste or a delusion—or that it would really be different?
Fuck it. Here I go.
Wait! What should I sing?
The answer came to him as though it had been ready and waiting. “Rust,” a song he’d written when he was getting ready to quit school. He’d never played it with the band, because it still felt way too personal, but it was exactly right for tonight.
He took in a deep breath, filling his lungs—and then, just before he started to sing, he felt something in the back of his mind push forward. The sensation was so weird, so alien, that he stuttered and almost stopped, but the air was leaving his lungs already, rushing out, waiting to be shaped into sound.
He opened his mouth and let the song come.
“Down along the ditches
On a road headed out of town
I’m walking with my collar up
My neck bent, my head down
They say if I leave the world will kill me
But if I stay, I’ll go to rust”
It sounded like the same old John—almost. He thought the pitch sounded steadier, the sound maybe just slightly clearer, though the difference was so small it could have been his imagination. Or maybe stark raving terror followed by a few hours of steady paranoia and exhaustion is good for the voice. He tried the second verse.
“The warnings come fast
Like lights and screaming sirens
They say it isn’t time yet
For me to walk among the violence
“Out there in the real world
Where the swinging hammer sings
Where ‘You get what you pay for’
Doesn’t mean a damn thing
“If I leave the world will kill me
But if I stay, I’ll go to rust”
The lyrics gave him a sudden chill. You get what you pay for doesn’t mean a damn thing. Christ. That was not the sort of thing he wanted to be thinking right now. Not one bit.
He wasn’t sure if his voice was any better, but he thought so. Trying to dismiss the second verse, which had turned suddenly eerie on him after years of singing it, he sang the rest of the song through to the end.
“Before I file off the sharp edges
Before I hit the assembly line
Before I listen to another word
From a voice that isn’t mine
“Down along the ditches
On a road headed out of town
I’m walking with my head held high
Face to the wind, and collar down
“If I leave now the world might kill me
But I won’t stay here and go to rust
Go to rust
Go to rust”
Now he was sure. His voice was different. It was stronger, and there was something else in there, underneath, something powerful that coiled and stretched and waited for release. His singing voice wouldn’t win any awards yet, but he thought that might be a whole different story if he could figure how to let that something loose.
John sang until late in the night.
Case woke up already late for work. She’d had awful dreams all night, and it had taken until five or six in the morning for her to drift into a slumber that was actually restful. Either she’d forgotten to set the alarm, or she’d turned it off in her sleep and then forgotten about that, but in any case she was twenty minutes late for work when she picked her head up off the pillow and squinted at the clock.
She swore, got up, and checked the closet. It was empty. Of course. She had planned to do laundry this morning before work. She grabbed some clothes off the floor at random. It was only after she’d gotten her T-shirt on that she thought a shower might be a good idea. She froze in the act of putting on her jeans, thinking. Show up even later, or skip the shower?
“Fuck it,” she said. She pulled her jeans on, finger-combed her hair, and took off.
I’ll be glad if we ever make any money off the band, she thought as she drove to the restaurant. She’d heard of a couple of local acts that pulled in over a thousand dollars a night—that was a lot of hours she wouldn’t have to wait tables. That made her think about the show, and she sighed. They were a long way off from a thousand dollars a night.
Gonna have to change a few things, I think.
She was still thinking about what to do with the band when she arrived at the restaurant. She rushed inside and headed to the back to get her stupid apron and name tag.
“About time,” her manager said as she walked past him. He had a tray in his hand and sweat on his face. “Good thing for you we’re shorthanded today, or I’d send you right back home.”
She nodded without slowing down and went back to suit up.
The lunch rush was in full swing. They gave her a couple of tables that had been waiting too long, pretty much guaranteeing she’d get lousy tips. It’s my own damn fault, she reminded herself, but that didn’t do much to put a smile on her face either.
The one good thing about the lunch rush was that she was too busy to be bored. Her manager hadn’t been kidding—they were shorthanded today, since two other waitstaff hadn’t shown up besides her. Busy was good, though. The final tally for lunch was two fucked-up orders, one spilled lemonade, and forty-six bucks in tips. Could have been worse.
By two, things had calmed down. Usually by the end of a busy shift she felt surly and hostile at the world, but this time she felt all right. She chalked that up to relief that she hadn’t gotten fired, and that she’d made a little money despite showing up late.
At the end of the afternoon, she hung up her apron. A couple of the other servers were talking nearby. Case didn’t pay them a lot of attention. She overheard something about a mugging, or at least a frightening encounter in a dark alley. One of the girls was complaining about the dangers of moving to the city, and Case allowed herself a little grin. Welcome to the jungle, she thought, and she turned to go.
“I was really scared,” one of the women said. Case had worked a lot of shifts with her before, but couldn’t remember her name. Work was a place you went, made your money, and got the hell out, not a social convention. She never seemed to have anything to say to these people anyway. Case brushed past her, and she didn’t seem to notice. “I don’t know, I’m thinking about taking karate or something.”
Case stopped in midstride. “Oh no,” she said. “Krav Maga.”
The two women stared at her in surprise. The one who had been mugged—or threatened, or something; Case hadn’t been paying attention—gave her a funny smile. “Huh? Was that English?”
Case was almost as surprised as they were. “Actually, no,” she said. “It’s Hebrew, I think.”
“Hebrew for . . .?”
Case blinked. “I don’t know.” She felt awkward. This conversation hadn’t been on the schedule, and mostly she just wanted to go home. “It’s a martial art, a really nasty one developed in Israel. If you’re serious about learning self-defense, start there.”
“How come?”
“Karate’s not all that practical. It’ll keep you in shape, but it’s not really about self-defense most of the time. It’s become a tournament sport, and you’re not going to square off in an alley and fight for points. Besides that, there’s a lot of punching and kicking—it relies on strength quite a bit. You’re what, five-two, one-ten?”
The woman looked confused for a moment, but she caught up. “Something like that,” she said.
“Yeah. Even a little skinny man will have a big advantage on you in both reach and overall strength, particularly upper-body strength. If you go toe-to-toe with him in a straight fight, you will lose.”
She felt like she’d just given a speech, but the woman looked curious rather than annoyed. “I knew it couldn’t just be as easy as it looks in the movies.”
“Not even close. A typical woman is not likely to win a fair fight with a man. So you learn Krav Maga.”
“So it’s Hebrew for ‘knee him in the groin and run,’ then?”
Case laughed. “Actually, that’s part of the training. Krav Maga isn’t a strength-based martial art. It’s about knowing where and how to attack to do the most damage. It teaches you how to hurt somebody badly enough that they leave you the hell alone, and quickly enough that you don’t get hurt too much in the process.”
The other woman nodded, looking impressed. “I’m Erin,” she said. “This is Danielle.”
“Case.”
“Where’d you learn all this?”
Case shrugged. “My old man. He wanted to make damn sure I could take care of myself, so he taught me a lot of stuff himself. I liked it, so I did a little martial arts for a while.” She had done more than a little—she had trained for years, until she’d broken a finger in a tournament fight. That had brought both martial arts and guitar playing to a terrifying halt, and she’d spent weeks praying her finger would heal straight. After that episode, she’d done most of her training solo, just to keep in shape.
Case paused and looked from one of the women to the other. “I can show you a few things, if you want.”
Erin smiled with genuine enthusiasm, and Danielle, though skeptical, nodded. “Let’s go.”
“What, now?”
“Sure. We’re just about ready to leave.”
Case checked her watch. She had a couple of hours before band practice, and she was in a lot less hurry to leave than she had been. “Yeah, okay.”
***
Case had a surprisingly good time. The three women went to the parking lot in back of the restaurant, and she taught some of the basics—how to break a hold, how to escape a choke, and, yes, how to kick someone in the groin effectively (“Use your whole shin, not the tip of your toe”). Erin jumped right in, asked a lot of questions, and seemed to take it very seriously. Danielle was more reluctant. She gave the impression that she thought this was all faintly foolish, and she kept looking around as if she was afraid somebody would see her. At first, Case wanted to yell at her. Don’t you see, this stuff is important! But she let it go. If Danielle wanted to be somebody’s damsel in distress, that was her problem. If she was lucky, there would always be somebody there to rescue her.
Before long, Danielle was sitting on the sidelines, fanning herself with her hand. Erin was asking for more, demanding that Case show her a certain move over and over again.
Case eventually gave up, laughing. “You’ll have to practice it by yourself for a while. Keep trying.” She watched Erin go through the motions a few times. The shadows, she realized, were getting long. She checked her watch.
“Hey, I’ve gotta go,” she said. “I’m gonna be late for practice.”
“That’s hardcore,” Erin said, panting. “Out here with us for two hours, and then you’re going to train somewhere else?”
“Band practice, actually.”
“Oh. A woman of many talents. Cool.” Erin wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “You going to be around tomorrow?”
“Yeah. Double shift.”
“Cool. See you then.”
Case left smiling.
***
“Have fun,” Gina said. She didn’t look up from the legal brief she was poring over, just wrinkled her brow and stuck her pen back in her mouth.
Danny leaned over and kissed her, pen and all, and he was rewarded with her laughter. She put a hand on his chest and playfully pushed him away. “Go on, get outta here,” she said, affecting a Brooklyn accent. “Ya botherin’ me.”
Danny laughed. “You bet,” he said. “Need me to pick anything up on my way back?”
“Nope. I think we’re all right.”
“Okay. See you later.”
His grin faded as he went out to the car. Gina was a first-year associate at a big local law firm, so she was always working. He had mixed feelings about that. On the one hand, she never complained about his practice schedule or his late-night shows. On the other, she never had time to do anything with him anymore. She’d never been the partying type and didn’t really care for rock music or cigarette smoke, so it was no big deal that she never came out to his shows, but he wished she had time to do something with him. She’d had more time in law school, it seemed like.
Oh, well. There was nothing to be done for it. She was the woman he loved, and that was that. No couple was perfect.
He swung by and picked up John. He usually parked at the curb and went up to pound on the door, but tonight John was waiting out on the sidewalk for him. Danny pulled up, and John shouldered his backpack and got in. He looked good, and he wore a smirk Danny had learned to recognize over the years. I know something you don’t, it said.
“What’s up?” Danny asked.
“Nothing. Couldn’t be better.”
“Uh-huh,” Danny said, but John didn’t say another word, just looked out the window and tapped his foot with the music on the radio.
They got to the practice room early so Danny could set up, since he’d just dropped off the kit after getting back and gone home. The drums and hardware were still on the floor in the corner.
John paced while Danny set up, and it sounded like he was singing quietly to himself. He jumped when the door opened.
Case came in with Quentin just behind her. While everyone else went through their normal rituals of setting up, she just stood her guitar case up in front of her, crossed her arms, and watched. Danny whacked the floor tom a couple of times, decided it was tuned well enough, and looked at her.
She looked back at him, and he felt that familiar tingle in his gut. She always seemed to be evaluating him with that look, and try as he might, he kept wondering if he was coming up short. He didn’t think so. Sometimes that look was positively hungry. He thought of Gina, and he was glad there were other people in the room.
“What’s on your mind?” he said.
Case spoke slowly. “What did you all think of the show the other night?”
“It was all right,” Quentin said.
“Jesus,” John said, and the grin faded from his lips. He scuffed the floor with his shoe. Everyone waited for a moment, but that seemed to be all the contribution he wanted to make.
“I thought we did a good job,” Danny said. “We were tight, and we played well. The crowd seemed to like it.”
Case shook her head. “There isn’t shit going on in Wichita Falls. I think that crowd would have turned out for somebody belching into a microphone in four-four time.”
“Why don’t you tell us what you thought of the show, then?” John asked.
“I’ll tell you what I think—I think our material needs some fucking help.”
Danny winced and looked to John. Sure enough, John had stood up a little straighter, cocked his head, and put his hands on his hips. He’d never been particularly receptive to criticism.
“What do you want, Case?” John asked. “If you don’t like the songs, then what are you doing here?”
She raised her eyebrows and gave him a bland look. You done? it asked, as loudly as if she’d shouted. He broke eye contact.
“John,” she began, and she took a deep breath. “Most of these tunes are four chords long, because you wrote them on an acoustic guitar, and you only know how to play a dozen chords total. We’ve worked them up quite a bit, but they’re boring as fuck to play, and they’re boring to listen to.”
“Whoa, there!” Danny cut in before John could react. “I think what she means to say is that we’ve done all we can do with the songs as they are. They’re good songs and all,” he shot a warning look at Case, though he was virtually sure she wouldn’t get it, “but we might want to try some other things.”
John made a face. “Like what?”
“I’ve got a few ideas,” Case said, “but you guys will have to help. Right now we’re a hard rock band trying to play what is basically folk music, and it’s like eating steak-flavored ice cream. Either one might work on its own, but together they’re a disaster.” She looked around the room. Danny caught her eye and nodded.
“Go on,” he said. John glared at him.
“I’ve got some ideas for rearranging the existing tunes. The lyrics are good, and we can use them to start with. You’re gonna have to be flexible though, and try some new things. Some of it’s going to be a lot more difficult than anything we’ve played together so far, so we’re going to have to bust our asses. Eventually, I’m going to bring some new stuff I’ve been working on, and you, John, are going to have to write the lyrics. It’ll be a partnership.”
“Not exactly like Lennon and McCartney,” he said.
“More like Elton John and . . . what’s his name.”
“Bernie Taupin,” John said angrily. “The guy who writes the lyrics is Bernie Taupin.”
She shrugged. “Well, what do you say?”
The room was quiet. Danny could see John’s face, fuming and hurt. There was no trace of his former good cheer. Case wasn’t exactly Captain Diplomacy, and she hadn’t pulled any punches. She probably thought she had, but that didn’t change the effect. John had started the band, and he’d put his heart into it, and here she was telling him that it wasn’t good enough, that he’d have to give up some of that ownership if he wanted it to succeed. It had to sting, and Danny felt bad for him.
Even so, Danny knew Case was right. He’d have more fun playing some more interesting music, and probably there would be more of an audience. He looked at the other three people in the room. John and Case were engaged in a staring contest, and Quentin was trying to make himself small enough to disappear.
John’s never going to forget this, Danny thought. Maybe he’ll forgive me, but he won’t forget.
“I think we should give it a try,” Danny said.
He didn’t know if he expected an explosion or what, but he relaxed considerably when John nodded.
“Yeah,” John said softly. “Let’s try it.”
“Oh thank God,” Quentin said.
Everybody turned and looked at Quentin. There was a pause, Quentin flushed red, and then everyone in the room burst out laughing.
***
“All right,” John said, a grin slowly emerging on his face. “I wanna warm up with ‘Circular Firing Squad’ first.”
Quentin raised an eyebrow. That was a tough song, at the low end of John’s range and with a few large-interval jumps that he struggled with. He usually bitched like crazy if anybody wanted to run through it early—said he needed four or five songs to warm up to it.
Case shrugged. “If that’s what you want.”
“Hell, yeah. Hit it.” Half John’s grin broke free, twisting his mouth into a smirk.
Quentin shrugged and nodded at Danny, then Case. Ready.
Case stomped her distortion pedal, unleashing the screaming squall of feedback that started the song.
Danny and Quentin came in together, tight and on cue. Quentin’s fingers rambled up and down the fretboard, and the low rumbling from his amp shook his chest. This was the best—that feeling of being locked in to the rhythm with Danny, the thunderous thud of the kick drum and the way it meshed with the throbbing bass when they were really on. Quentin smiled, nodding his head with the beat.
John hit the first line right between the eyes. He nailed it, maybe for the first time ever, and it sounded so good even Case looked up at him with a grin. He sounded good. The whole band sounded good, and Quentin played harder, getting into the groove.
By the second verse, though, that good feeling had started to sour. Something wasn’t right. John didn’t sound this good. John never sounded this good. He wasn’t performing flawlessly by any stretch of the imagination, but he was on pitch a lot more than usual, wasn’t fading out on the low notes, and there was a presence, an edge in his voice that cut to the heart of the song like a straight razor. It sounded like John, but it didn’t sound like John.
Quentin looked searchingly at John’s face, and John grinned with a crazy glee as he went into the chorus.
“If it’s nobody’s fault
Then it’s everybody’s fault
If it’s everybody’s fault
Then it’s mine
“But if I’m goin’ down
Everybody’s goin’ down
Said I’m not goin’ down alone this time
I’m not goin’ down alone this time
I’m not goin’ down alone.”
He ended the first chorus with a feral howl—a perfect feral howl, one that seemed like it belonged there in the song, had always belonged there, and they’d only been playing half the song until now.
Quentin eyed the door. He could run. Wait, what? Why the hell would I do that? He didn’t know. All he knew was that something was badly off in this room.
He missed the next change and stopped playing entirely. Danny and Case each stumbled to a halt in their own time. Everyone looked at him.
John was the only one he could see, though.
“You sound different,” Quentin said.
“I sound— Oh!” He chuckled. “My singing, you mean? I think the voice lessons are starting to finally pay off. A bunch of stuff just clicked over the last couple of days, you know? I’m flattered that you noticed!”
Quentin stared at him. What else could he say? He didn’t have any reasonable explanation for why John’s voice bothered him so much. It just felt . . . creepy. That explanation felt lame even inside the privacy of his own head. “Never mind,” he said. “Can we just start the song over?”
***
After the warm-up, Quentin calmed down a little. He still didn’t know what was wrong, but he wasn’t going to let it get to him. Hell, maybe John really did finally “get it,” like how sometimes you woke up in the morning suddenly understanding how to do quadratic equations or whatever. That explanation was about as satisfying as a hearty breakfast of air, but it was all he had.
They tackled Case’s new arrangements next. It was rough at first, but Quentin saw the potential immediately. Case brought a sleaziness, a swagger to the music that had been missing. Quentin had never learned new music very quickly and he struggled to keep up, but he didn’t feel too bad about it this time—even Danny was having a hard time remembering the new rhythms and parts to songs they’d been playing in a different configuration for months. They walked through the parts slowly at first, Case laying out the new arrangements, and then, as they learned, they strung them together until it almost sounded like music.
John wasn’t holding anything back. The new arrangements had an attitude lacking in the old four-chord beaters, and once John got over his initial, automatic distaste for each new piece, he really tried his damnedest to get into it. For the most part, he succeeded, bringing a new ferocity to the music. At one point he let out a primal yell that seemed to come all the way up from his heels. Evidently, John hadn’t expected that himself—the look on his face was so comical that Quentin had to look away to keep from laughing.
By the end of the night, three and a half hours of practice, they’d worked through three songs. The songs weren’t ready for performance yet, but they’d sparked something, and all four musicians in the room looked at each other with satisfaction. They packed it in for the night with a feeling of new possibility.
“Be right back,” John said. “I gotta get a drink.”
Case hoisted her guitar case and was almost out the door when Quentin spoke.
“Hey,” he said, looking from Case to Danny and back. “You guys think John’s okay?”
“Huh?”
“I mean—he went off with that weird old guy the other night, and he’s been acting funny. Do you think maybe—I don’t know. He’s on drugs or something?”
“I don’t think so,” Danny said, his voice hard.
Quentin felt heat rise to his face. “Yeah. You’re probably right,” he said. “Sorry to bring it up.” He rushed out of the room, head down and bass in hand.
***
“That was strange,” Danny said. He grabbed his sticks and went to catch up with John. Case stopped him on the way out the door with a hand on his shoulder.
He turned to her. His heart rate seemed to have doubled instantly.
“I don’t know what Quentin’s deal is,” she said, “but he’s on the right track. What are we going to do about John?”
His mind was sluggish, and the first answer that came to his mind was he doesn’t have to know. What came out was “Huh?”
“You know. He gets fucking terrified every time he’s onstage. The first time I heard him, I thought he sounded like an eight-year-old girl. He’s getting better, he really is—in here. The other night onstage, though? He sounded like an eight-year-old girl.”
Danny swallowed. She was so close that he could see green flecks in her brown eyes, so close that he could smell her sweat. It was sharp, biting, and yet somehow intensely enticing. He looked down at her hand, then back to her face.
She took her hand away and let it relax by her side, but she didn’t look away.
“Yeah,” he said, his voice husky. “It’s a problem. I’ll . . . I’ll think about it.”
He practically ran to catch up with John.
“Ow, shit!” Case yelled and dropped the short stick she’d been holding.
Erin looked at her with concern. “I’m sorry! Are you okay?”
Case grinned. “Yeah, fine. Just surprised. I didn’t expect you to hit me that hard.” They had been practicing knife disarms, and Erin had chopped down on Case’s wrist hard.
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. If you’re going to do it, do it like you mean it. Just don’t forget that control is important, too.” She shook her hand. “Hope I can still play tonight,” she said, smirking.
Erin’s eyes widened. “Oh God. I’m really sorry.”
“I’m kidding. It’s okay. Really.” Erin didn’t look convinced. “We probably ought to get some arm guards or something, if we’re going to keep this up. Let’s take five and get a drink,” Case said. She went over to the shade near the side of the building, sat on the asphalt, and opened the bottle of water she’d left there earlier. Erin sat next to her.
Training had been going well, Case thought. It had only been a few weeks since they started, but Erin was an avid student, and she had clearly been practicing outside of their informal classes. Danielle had gotten bored after the second or third session and stopped. Case had thought Erin would lose her enthusiasm shortly thereafter, but it hadn’t happened yet. Erin was tough and had a great attitude, and Case had found her surprisingly easy to get along with.
“You’re learning fast,” Case said.
“Thanks. I’ve got a good teacher.”
There didn’t seem to be anything to say to that. Case drank some water and handed the bottle to Erin, who accepted it gratefully.
“Band practice tonight?” Erin asked.
“Show tonight, actually.”
“What kind of music do you play, anyway? No—wait. Let me guess. Death metal.” Erin made horns with her left hand, stuck out her tongue, and did a little mock head-banging.
Case made a face. “No way.” She took the bottle back. “I hate metal. We play hard rock.”
“Like Nickelback?”
Case gave her a look designed to wither flowers and kill cockroaches.
“Not like Nickelback,” Erin said.
“No. More like the New York Dolls or Motörhead.”
Erin tightened her lips and shook her head. “Sorry. Not ringing any bells.”
“How about Led Zeppelin? Guns N’ Roses?”
By way of response, Erin opened her mouth and belted out a couple of lines from “November Rain.” It was horrifying. She was even worse than John on one of his bad days. Or maybe it was just that she didn’t have a bunch of loud instruments drowning her out.
“You hate me,” Case said. “That’s the only possible explanation.”
“Sorry, Sensei,” Erin said solemnly. Case growled, but Erin ignored her. “I am a humble student, seeking only knowledge. You hate metal, but you play hard rock. I didn’t know there was a difference.”
“It’s all in the attitude,” Case said. “I want to play music that says ‘Fuck You’ to the world.”
“‘November Rain’?”
Case glared at her. “There are other— You know what? Forget I said Guns N’ Roses, okay?”
“Done. But heavy metal isn’t fuck-you enough for you?”
“Metal isn’t fuck-you at all. The whole metal scene is a club for crybabies who want to all wear the same black T-shirt and feel like they fit in somewhere. Metal is where misfits and fuckups go to feel safe. If you only want to be exposed to your own kind, you play metal, and you never have to run the risk of pissing somebody off.”
Erin rolled her eyes. “Do you have to overthink everything?”
“I wouldn’t have said I overthink anything. Somebody once told me I ought to have ‘Poor Impulse Control’ tattooed on my forehead.”
“Somebody didn’t know you very well,” Erin said.
Case looked away. “Yeah.”
The silence stretched, but Erin spoke up before it got awkward. She was good at that. “So what’s the name of your band?”
“Ragman.”
“Cool. Tell me when and where you’re playing, and I’ll drag out all my friends so they can find out what real fuck-you music sounds like.”
For once, Case didn’t have a smartass remark handy. She felt absurdly touched at Erin’s offer. “Hey,” she said. “Thanks.”
“Don’t thank me yet, because I’m about to kick your ass,” Erin said, and she got up. “You ready for another round?”
“Are you ready for another round?”
Erin bared her teeth. “Bring it, bitch.”
“Bitch?”
“You heard me.”
Case laughed, drank the rest of the water in one swallow, and stood. “All right. Let’s go.”
John leaned over the table and whispered to Danny. “Dude, we have an audience.”
“I know,” Danny said. “What’s up with that?”
John didn’t have any idea what was up with that, and he wasn’t sure which surprised him more—that Case was over talking to a group of half a dozen girls that had just come in, or that a couple of Quentin’s buddies had shown up. Quentin didn’t have buddies. The idea of Quentin slamming back a beer and yelling at the Cowboys on TV with a bunch of guys seemed incomprehensible. Nonetheless, there they were.
And Case . . . that was more than incomprehensible.
“When did Case get friends?” John asked.
Danny laughed. “She’s probably had them all along. She’s not the Antichrist or anything.”
“Bullshit. Case with friends . . . that’s an inversion of the natural order of the universe, as far as I can tell.”
“They don’t even seem to have fangs or anything,” Danny observed.
“No, they don’t.” In fact, they looked alarmingly normal, like any group of young women dressed for an exciting Wednesday night out on the town. “That doesn’t freak you out?” John asked.
“Can’t say that it does.”
“And what do you mean, ‘she’s probably had them all along,’ huh? Like she’s been waiting until we’re worthy or something?”
Danny gave him a patronizing older-brother look. “You have to admit we’ve come a long way since she started. Can you blame her for waiting?”
“Hmph.” John drummed his fingers on the table. He supposed he ought to simply be grateful to have an audience for once—an audience that was actually there to hear them—but now he was even more anxious. He bounced his leg.
“Don’t think about it,” Danny said. That was the problem with brothers—they knew you too well.
“Can’t help it.”
Danny nodded knowingly. “I got an idea about that.”
Case walked up before he could elaborate. She was smiling, and John thought she might have been happier than he’d ever seen her, at least when she wasn’t playing. “Look at that,” she said. “We have fans.”
“Don’t remind me,” John said. He swallowed. “No pressure or anything.”
She didn’t bother to hide her disdain. “You gotta get over this, John. Even playing to a handful of people is better than playing to an empty room, and they’re not going to come back if we suck. So man up.”
“Thanks. Thanks a lot. That’s a hell of a pep talk, Case. They ought to use you to talk suicides down off buildings. ‘Would you just fucking jump already? You’re holding up traffic, asshole.’”
Anger flared in her eyes, but before she could say anything, Danny held up his hands.
“Look, I was just thinking about this,” he said. “I’ve got an idea. It might help, or it might be completely retarded, but hear me out, okay?”
John hesitated. Usually when Danny said an idea might be completely retarded, it turned out to be, well, completely retarded. John still had a scar from one of Danny’s suggestions involving a very small bicycle and a very high hill when they were kids. There had been a spectacular crash, of course, a trip to the emergency room, and nine stitches.
Still, it had been a hell of a ride.
“All right. Let’s hear it.”
Danny grinned, and Case pulled out a chair and sat down.
“We need to make up an alternate persona for you.”
“What the hell are you talking about? Like Bruce Wayne or something?”
“Something like that,” Danny said. He continued before John could protest. “Think about it. You get onstage and you’re worried about all kinds of things. Are you going to sing well? Do you look like a jackass? Are you going to say something to embarrass yourself? Is this socially acceptable?”
“I wouldn’t say I’m worried about what’s socially acceptable,” John said.
“I think you are. The front man of a rock band has to behave in a way that would be downright strange if he acted that way normally, and I don’t think you ever forget that you’re the same guy once you get offstage.”
“That’s because I am.”
“I don’t think that’s the way everybody sees it. Even if they do, it doesn’t matter. You’re practically expected to be eccentric and over-the-top onstage. Reckless, even.”
John frowned. “And how is adopting a stage name going to help?”
“Stage persona. You pretend to be somebody else when you’re up there. Somebody who doesn’t give a fuck. The persona gets all the attention and the social disapproval, and you can walk away scot-free after the show.”
“Sounds like bullshit to me,” John said. “When did you get a psych degree?”
“It’s not bullshit. Marilyn Manson used to piss off people by the thousands, but do you think anyone gives a shit what Brian Warner thinks?”
“Who the fuck is Brian Warner?”
“Marilyn Manson, when he’s tucked into bed at night and the makeup has all been washed off.”
“I’m not giving myself a blowjob on stage,” John said.
Case gave him a c’mon-let’s-be-realistic look. “I think that was an urban legend. If the man could suck his own dick, he’d never have left the house.”
John changed tactics. This whole conversation was making him uncomfortable. “It all sounds so hokey,” he said.
Case narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know. I think there might be something to it.”
“What, you too?”
“I read an interview with Buckethead once where he said the mask and all that crap—the whole persona—helps him loosen up onstage. It’s just like Danny said. He can do whatever he wants, because the character takes the heat. I think he said that the irony was that, because of the character, he could act more like himself than he could if he was just, you know, being himself.”
“Who the fuck is Buckethead?”
“A guitarist,” Case said.
“Who plays with a bucket on his head,” Danny offered helpfully.
“And a mask.”
John considered this. He felt cornered, and that wasn’t fair, but the idea had its own seductive charm. For twenty-five minutes, the whole short set, he could step out of his own life and pretend to be somebody who wasn’t fucked up and overtired and insecure. He looked at the group of girls chattering over by the bar, and acid squirted into his stomach.
“Yeah, okay. What the hell?” he said. “How do I start?”
Danny blinked. “Huh. I didn’t think you’d bite, so I haven’t really gotten that far.” Typical. Like most of his stupid ideas, he hadn’t thought it through to the end.
“I’ll be right back,” Case said, getting up.
“Wait, where are you going? We’re on in twenty minutes!”
She didn’t bother to answer. John watched, nonplussed, as she went right past the guy working the door and left the club.
“What the hell was that all about?” he asked Danny, bewildered.
“I don’t have any idea.”
They tossed around a couple of ideas, but the ideas were all pretty lame, John thought. Makeup and masks were right out. “This is not fucking KISS,” he told Danny. “And if you’re gonna make me do all that shit, you have to do it too.” Danny backed off after that, but he didn’t have much else to offer. The conversation petered out, leaving both of them staring at the table.
Case got back after a few minutes and threw a heavy bundle in John’s lap.
“It’s big on me,” Case said, “and you’re skinny, so I think it’ll fit.”
John unfolded and held up a black leather motorcycle jacket. It was old and beat-up, covered in buckles and zippers, but he had to admit it exuded cool all by itself.
“I’m going to feel like such a poser in this thing,” he said.
“Fake it till you make it,” Case shot back.
He started to put the jacket on, and Case put a hand on his arm. “Wait,” she said. “John Tsiboukas is not badass enough to wear that jacket. Tonight you’re . . .” She bit her lip, thinking.
“Johnny,” Danny suggested.
John twitched like he’d been burned. I have seen your dreams, Johnny. “I don’t think—”
“It’s perfect,” Case said. “Can you think of a more rock-and-roll name than Johnny? Johnny Ramone, Johnny Rotten. Johnny Winter. Johnny Thunders. And all those songs from the fifties and sixties. It’s classic. Yeah, that’s it.”
John thought of Douglas, and the—the man at the crossroads, and he shivered. Still, Case had a point. It was evocative, and he couldn’t see a crowd of people chanting John, John, John, unless they had to get in line for the toilet.
“Maybe,” he said.
“Yeah,” Case said. “Johnny . . . Johnny Tango.”
That didn’t impress him at all. “Tango?”
“Yeah. Military alphabet for T.”
“Sounds kind of, well, pussy.”
She grinned, sharklike. “Nobody’d tell Johnny Tango that to his face.”
Before he could argue, an image formed in his mind. Johnny Tango. He wore a motorcycle jacket, greased his hair back, and kept a switchblade in his boot. He said motherfucker a lot. He called his friends motherfucker in an amiable sort of way, he called the guys he fought with at the bar motherfucker right before he worked them over, and he used it as an all-purpose expression of rage and frustration. Ow! Motherfucker! was the kind of thing he said when he pinched his fingers while working on his car. He liked cars. He drove an old car, one of those giant tail-finned boats from the fifties, white and cherry red, and turned a wrench at a local garage to keep himself in cigarettes and beer. It was a caricature, sure, but for pure rock-star attitude it sure beat the hell out of a nervous part-time Starbucks barista whose house smelled like fish.
John put the jacket on. It fit perfectly. Danny gave him a nod.
The sound guy came over. “You guys are on.”
John looked up at him, then back to Case and Danny. He tried on a nasty grin. “All right, motherfuckers. Johnny Tango it is.”
***
John was already sweating by the time they took the stage. It was July, and he was wearing a heavy leather jacket. His momentary bravado was fading even as he went up the stairs on the side of the stage.
I feel like a moron. I look like a moron. Case is right—John Tsiboukas is not badass enough to wear this jacket.
No, he wasn’t. He ought to take the damn thing off right now. It was making him even more self-conscious, and Christ knew he didn’t need any help with that.
John stopped on the stairs, hidden from most of the crowd by the giant speaker stack. Case, Quentin, and Danny were already at their instruments.
His palms were slick with sweat, and he felt like he was going to die in that heavy jacket. He tried to shake it off; this would not be a good time for Johnny—the real Johnny, Johnny the alter ego, Johnny the attitude—to take a night off.
Fuck that noise, he thought, mustering a sneer that felt completely false. Johnny never takes a night off. The bravado rang hollow, and his throat felt tight.
He peered around the speaker stack. There were so many people! Even with the lights glaring in his eyes, he could see the shapes and silhouettes of the crowd, reflections in eyes and off glasses and bottles.
What if I can’t sing? What if it’s gone now? Terror gripped him, and it seemed like his throat must have sealed itself up.
Either Case jumped the gun because she, too, had a case of nerves, or she was simply being hateful. She laid into the opening riff of “Burn” without even checking to see if anyone else was ready. It was hot, fast, and greasy—a hell of an opener, if they didn’t fuck it up. Quentin and Danny were more ready than John had given them credit for—or maybe Case had checked, and he’d just missed it—but they came in right where they were supposed to.
It was a solid start, and John’s terror cranked itself up. Don’t fuck this up, don’t fuck this up, don’t fuck this up.
He almost missed his cue. The opening figure was nearly wrapped up, and there he was, standing like an idiot on the side of the stage. He forgot all about ditching the jacket, crossed the stage in a few quick strides, and made it to the mic just in time to hit the first line. What if I can’t sing?
He was out of time. He opened his mouth and sang.
“Light it up!
Light it up, baby
Let the fireworks fly
They say we all gotta die
But I’m goin’ up like a rocket tonight”
To his horror, the words came out flaccid and half strangled. He knew they weren’t his best lyrics, not by a long shot, but they were all he’d been able to fit to the rolling, tumbling, sleazy riff Case had brought to the group, and if they weren’t going to stand up on their own, he’d have to sell them.
And he wasn’t selling them. There was a spotlight in his face, so he couldn’t see the crowd, but he didn’t need to. He could imagine the look of mild boredom on the faces of Quentin’s buddies and the group of girls who had come to see Case, to say nothing of the other bands and the people who had come to see them.
Fuck that, he thought. Johnny Tango doesn’t give a damn what those people think. He means this shit.
Now he felt the push, that weird sense of something pushing forward in his mind that he’d gotten so used to over the last few weeks. Had it been there at the beginning of the song, and he’d been too tense to pay it any attention? He didn’t know, but it was followed, as always, by that questioning feeling—only this time, the feeling came as an actual voice, quiet but sure, a ragged whisper in his head, as clear as if it had been piped through headphones despite the volume of the band.
Now? it asked.
He flinched, startled, but then relief flooded him. He hadn’t been abandoned or cheated. He could do this.
Yeah.
John grabbed the mic with both hands. The black jacket seemed to suck up the light, suck up some energy in the room and transfer it to him. He belted out the second verse with something that could almost be mistaken for confidence, his voice steadier and stronger than ever, and he even gave it a little swagger at the end.
“They’re watching me
They’re watching me, baby
Waitin’ for the flash
Waitin’ for me to crash
But I’m burnin’ up before I hit the ground”
He looked to his right. Case was doing her best Slash impression, her legs in a wide stance while she held the guitar almost vertical. Her fingers flew over the fretboard. She spared him a grin, though, and an almost imperceptible nod.
He flashed a sneering half-smile back at her and hit the chorus:
“Get it hot enough, and everything burns
And baby I’m ready
Ready to burn every
Everything down tonight”
He was feeling it, now. He threw himself into the last line of the chorus, tearing the words from his throat so violently that his voice cracked and broke on the word tonight.
For once, he didn’t care. The attitude was right, and Johnny Tango was all about attitude. So it wasn’t pretty—big fucking deal. Johnny Tango didn’t give a damn about pretty, unless you were talking about chicks or cars, and, truth be told, it was optional as far as chicks were concerned.
There was a space in the music after the first chorus, a spot where the guitar dropped out for a few bars before roaring back in for the next verse. Sweat poured off John’s face as he stepped up to the mic during the lull, and, without even knowing he was going to do it before the words came out of his mouth, he shouted at the crowd.
“Is it hot enough for you, motherfuckers?”
And by God, a few people in the bar yelled back at him. Quentin was so surprised, either by John or by the crowd response, that he flubbed the transition back to the verse. He recovered quickly, though, and they rolled into the third verse without a major disaster.
John could hear part of his mind yammering at him from the back. John, what are you doing? You’re acting crazy! What are they going to think? They’re going to know you’re a fraud.
He hesitated for just a fraction of a second before blowing it off. John ain’t home, he thought, and Johnny don’t give a fuck.
They plowed through the rest of the song, finishing it to real, enthusiastic applause and a couple of shouted “Yeah”s. John looked over his shoulder at Danny, who was smiling like a fool. Danny cocked a finger at him, and the meaning couldn’t be clearer—Nice job, bro. John couldn’t help smiling a little in response.
They burned through the rest of the set. They hit “Rust,” “Twenty-First Century Blues,” “Walkin’,” and “Changing Gears” in succession, and they pretty much nailed all of ’em, John thought. Danny and Quentin were as tight as they’d ever been. Case went off to wherever it was she went when she performed, and she must have found something pretty goddamn good there, because her extended solo in “Walkin’” was so smoking hot it even got John’s attention, and he’d seen her play it two or three times a week for months. He remembered to call her out at the end of the song—“Give it up for Case on lead guitar!”—and she flashed him a grateful smile while her little cheering section went crazy.
For his part, John never quite hit the intensity in the rest of the set that he had during the last half of “Burn,” partly because he couldn’t keep his nagging conscience silent. The other thing, the voice, strained and flexed, but the part of him that got awkward in public and was perpetually afraid of embarrassment held it back, always telling him to back off a little, don’t get too close to the edge—there was no telling what you’d see down there, and what if you slipped? He couldn’t keep it silent, but he kept it quiet, and that was a good start.
He knew it wasn’t perfect, not by a long shot, but he felt proud of his performance for maybe the first time since he’d gotten up, shaking and terrified, on an open-mic stage.
Not a bad night’s work, he thought as the last note rang out.
***
They cleared their stuff off the stage in the customary frantic rush while the next band set up, stashing the gear in the side room. Case slapped Quentin on the back as they walked out of the storage room together. “Good show,” she said. His eyes widened, startled, but he managed a smile.
“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, it was.” He scurried off toward the table his friends were sitting at, and Case made for the bar.
“Case!” Erin screamed.
She’s louder than my fucking amplifier, Case thought with amazement. “Erin!” she yelled back, much less loudly.
“You’re awesome!” Erin rushed forward, arms outstretched for a hug.
“Whoa, there!” Case held up two hands in self-defense. “I’m all sweaty, and I stink like a pig. Trust me, you don’t want any of this right now.”
Erin stood there for a moment, at a loss for how to proceed. “You’re awesome!” she shouted again after a few seconds.
Case laughed and slid around her to the bar. She ordered a Jack and Coke and turned around to find herself surrounded by a semicircle of women—Erin’s friends.
“When are you going to teach me to play guitar?” Erin asked, way more loudly than necessary. She wasn’t wasted yet, but it sure looked like she’d had more than one, and they were working already.
“Right after I show you how to break a man’s arm using only two fingers.”
“You can do that?”
“I can do that. I don’t know about you yet.” There was general laughter. That helped Case to feel at ease, but she still felt a little boxed-in and awkward. She had just met these women, except for Erin, and she didn’t know what to say to any of them.
That turned out not to be much of a problem. They asked her some questions about music that were easy to answer, and Erin—talkative, excitable Erin, God bless her—smoothed over everything else, dragging the conversation all over hell and gone without so much as a backward glance.
Case had started to feel pleasantly extraneous to all this noise when she happened to catch a glimpse of John and Danny. The two brothers were sitting back at the same table they’d started the night at. Danny was talking to somebody—a fellow drummer, Case guessed from the Zildjian shirt—but John sat apart, disengaged and quiet. He’d been watching her and the people with her, Case thought. He looked quickly away, but she saw the resentment on his face.
Well fuck him, she thought, angry at first. But she looked back at him, and this time she saw the pain under the resentment. The anger died away as fast as it had flared up, and she thought she understood now. He’d really outdone himself tonight, gave a performance that she hadn’t thought was in him, and probably neither had he. And it looked like nobody had even noticed. That sucks. He deserves better than that.
“Hey Erin,” she said, inadvertently cutting the other woman off in midsentence.
“What’s up?” Erin asked. She didn’t seem to notice the interruption—just hopped right off one sentence and onto the next, like they were all trains that would get her where she was going.
“You should meet John . . . ny. Uh, Johnny.” What was the protocol for stage names? she wondered. Did he go back to being John right after getting off the stage, or was he supposed to wait until he left the building? She had no idea, but he was Johnny now, and she guessed he’d stay that way for the rest of the night. “The singer,” she added for clarification.
“Cool,” Erin said.
Case led the group over and made introductions. She didn’t remember most of the names, but once Erin was introduced, she did the rest. Erin had a talent, Case realized, one that she herself lacked and didn’t understand—she drew John and Danny and the other guy into the conversation effortlessly, and before long the whole group was talking as if they’d known each other for years. The next band started playing, but the group just talked louder.
Case sat back, watching and listening with a low anxiety building in her stomach. The conversation was all right, but the room was too loud, and something nagged at her, a feeling like low voices in the next room talking about her or . . . or somebody watching her.
“What is it?” Danny asked her, the fourth time she looked over her shoulder. “Expecting someone?”
“No,” she said. This was ridiculous. Rather than take surreptitious glances behind her all night, she turned around and studied the crowd directly.
She saw him immediately. He sat at a table alone, and even though there were a fair number of people in the club, he had space on all sides. A young man, unshaven, with short, spiked hair and a black silk shirt. He could have been any twentysomething out for the night . . .
Except for his face. His head lolled forward and his mouth hung open. A thin shining cable of drool connected him to the table.
And he was staring at her. If you didn’t look closely, he seemed like he was wasted, ready to pass out and hit the floor any minute now, but his eyes were fixed on her, crafty, clear, and unwavering.
When her eyes met his, the slack came out of his face and a slow grin stretched his mouth. A hungry grin. She could see his teeth gleam from across the bar. The tip of his tongue, pink and wormlike, slid across them.
“What the fuck?” Danny asked. He was leaning around her, looking at the guy.
Case moved.
“Hey, wait!” Danny said, and he put his hand on her shoulder. She found that she didn’t mind, but he’d better not try to stop her. “What are you doing?”
“I’m going to go talk to that creep.”
“I’ll do it.”
She didn’t even respond to that statement, just started walking.
Case got to the table with Danny right behind her. The two of them loomed over the creep, who twisted his head sideways and looked up at Case with narrow eyes, crinkled at the corners like he was laughing about something.
“You got a problem?” she asked. That much seemed self-evident now that she was close up. Was he fucked up on something? PCP, maybe?
He leered at her, pulling the corners of his mouth wider than seemed natural.
“You’ve got three seconds to wipe that smile off your face before I do it for you. And maybe do a little impromptu dental work while I’m at it.” She thought she sounded tough, but something told her to get away from this guy. He wasn’t just creepy. He wasn’t . . . right. At all. He should never have been let out of the house by himself. Or the institution.
“Ready to burn, ready to burn, ready to burn,” he crooned in a cracked voice. Goose bumps ran all the way up Case’s arms, over her shoulders, her neck.
Case stepped back and automatically checked the distance to the exits.
All at once, the guy slumped and fell across the table, knocking his plastic cup over and spilling its contents everywhere. Case jumped. The sharp scent of alcohol filled the air.
The guy sat up, and Case jumped again, this time cocking her arm back, ready to nail him if he so much as looked at her funny.
He did look at her funny, but not in the way she expected. Confusion clouded his eyes. He held himself upright, unsteady in the manner of drunk people everywhere, and that eerie, strangely boneless lolling was gone.
“I think I’m a little fucked-up,” he said. He slurred the words to near-unintelligibility. “Nah. I’m really fucked-up. Can I just . . . “
Case never found out what he wanted to do. He passed out, hitting the side of the small table and knocking it over as he fell to the floor.
“Anybody know this guy?” she asked, looking around the room.
Nobody would claim him.
“Christ,” she said. “This is not my problem.”
“I’ll get the bartender,” Danny said. “He probably deals with this all the time.”
“Yeah. Great.”
Danny walked off. The guy on the floor rolled over and made some muffled noises. He’d be all right, Case thought. But remind me not to take whatever the hell he’s been taking. She suppressed a shudder.
Over by the bar, Danny had managed to get the bartender’s attention, and back at the table, the crowd that had accreted around Erin happily chattered away. It seemed like a good time for Case to throw her things in the car and get out. Any pleasure she might have taken from socializing was gone.
She headed toward the storage room without waiting for Danny to get back and started moving things. She loaded the heavy stuff first—if some asshole decided to make off with her gear between trips, he’d look pretty funny trying to carry her fifty-pound speaker cabinet down the street.
On the third trip, she nearly ran into Danny on the way out of the storage room. He was a big guy, and he filled the doorway—she would have seen him coming if she’d been looking up instead of trying not to bang her guitar case on any of the clutter in the room.
“Hey,” she said. He was close, and his nearness made her stomach do weird things. She didn’t understand it—he wasn’t her usual type. No tattoos, and he hasn’t even been to prison once, she thought sarcastically. But when they were playing music, they shared moments that were so intense it made her face feel hot and her breath come in gasps. Lately, those moments had been coming even when they weren’t playing music.
This is stupid. It wasn’t like she’d missed the gold band on the third finger of his left hand, the gold band that said Keep off, bitch! to everyone who happened to see it. She ought to avoid him when they weren’t onstage or practicing. This was like playing chicken, she thought, and she didn’t know if she was teasing him or teasing herself or just behaving like a stupid, self-destructive sixteen-year-old who didn’t care who got hurt.
Who would it hurt? He hasn’t mentioned his wife, and she doesn’t seem to be here tonight. You don’t know his situation.
She met his eyes and again felt that magnetic pull, that force that urged contact.
“The bartender’s got everything under control, but I gotta tell you—that guy kind of freaked me out,” Danny said. “You all right?”
“Yeah. I’m good. He’s not the first wasted creep I’ve ever met,” she said, though she’d never met one quite like that.
“I guess not.” Danny stood awkwardly, filling the doorframe. Was he waiting for her to say something? “Hey,” he said after a bit. “That was cool. What you did for John. I think you made his night.”
“He deserved it. He put it on the line for a change, you know? He played a kickass show.” She heard him talk, and she made the right words in answer, but the words were camouflage for the real conversation.
“So did you,” Danny said.
Oh boy. That warm, light-headed feeling rolled through her, and, sure enough, her face felt hot. If this room had a door . . . But the room didn’t have a door, and she wasn’t going to invite him out to the car, and this conversation needed to be over. She needed to get out of here right now. “We all played a good show,” she said. “See you at practice.”
She hurried to rush out, but of course there wasn’t much room in the doorway. She ended up squeezing past him before he had time to get out of the way. Most of the length of her body moved against him, one breast brushing his side, his elbow. That brief contact seemed to last a slow, agonizing hour, seemed to burn her body everywhere he touched her. She heard him gasp and thought dimly that she might have done the same.
Then she was past him, and she didn’t look back.
Danny woke up with the sun screaming through the curtains, battering its way into the room, clawing at his face. He groaned and pulled the blanket over his head.
Wait a minute, he thought. Something’s not right here. His mind was sluggish, slow machinery moving on rusty rails. There was the light—God, the sun was bright!—and there was warmth, weight, presence next to him in the bed.
He pulled the covers off his head and checked the bed. Gina was lying there next to him, wide awake with her head propped up on her hand and a grin on her face.
“Hold on,” he said. “Thinking.”
“Take your time.”
“What time is it? It feels late.”
Her smile widened. “You’re getting warm.”
Then it clicked. She worked way downtown, and she usually left early to get ahead of the traffic and get some work done before the phone started ringing. She was never home when the sun was up this high. “You’re supposed to be at work.”
“I’m terribly sick,” she said. The smile didn’t leave her face, and now a wicked gleam in her eye joined it.
Danny picked his head up and blinked. “You don’t look sick.”
“Terribly sick,” she repeated. She coughed a few weak, bogus coughs into her hand.
The sun was much too bright, he realized. Too bright for her to be here, sure, but also too bright for him to be here. “What time is it?”
“A little after ten.”
“Oh, shit. I gotta go.” He started to get up, but she barred his way with her arm.
“You’re not going anywhere. You’re terribly sick, too.”
“Oh? Does my boss know?”
“Yes indeed. He says to rest up.”
Danny laughed, finally understanding. “Oh, I don’t know if I’ll be doing much of that,” he said, and he reached for her.
***
He made breakfast afterward, French toast and eggs. He’d proposed eating in bed, but Gina had wrinkled her nose. “It smells like sex in here.”
He couldn’t argue with that, and while the scent was pleasant enough, or if not exactly pleasant then pleasantly evocative, he could see why she thought it didn’t mix well with breakfast. She came out to the dining room in a robe. He plucked at it, trying to get her to take it off, but she wasn’t having any of that. “Later,” she promised, laughing. “I’m trying to eat here.”
Danny sat down at the table with her with a dopey smile on his face. He’d slept well, breakfast was served, and the sex had been fantastic. The release had been more than welcome, but the sense of togetherness, of actually spending some time with his wife for a change, was even more so, and if, for just one moment toward the end, he’d imagined Case’s athletic body instead of Gina’s curvier figure, he would push that as far down in his subconscious as he could manage and not think of it again.
He was busily not thinking of it again when Gina asked, “How was the show?”
He concentrated on cutting his French toast. “Pretty good,” he said neutrally. “Probably our best yet. If we’re not careful, we’re going to sound like a real band pretty soon. John really put his back into it this time.”
“He’s getting over his stage fright?”
Danny was touched by the question. He so often felt that she merely tolerated his nattering about the band that he was grateful that she remembered. “Yeah. He really is.” He popped a forkful of French toast into his mouth. “I’m proud of him.”
“Good for him,” Gina said. She’d met John on a few different occasions and had told Danny he seemed like a bright kid, though it was tragic the way he was wasting his potential. Danny got out of those conversations as fast as he was able, before he said anything to disparage his own nice, stable, well-paid, boring-ass employment in the cubicle farm. He half-agreed with Gina, and half-admired his brother for having the balls to check out of the whole tiresome system, but the one time he’d supported John’s position he’d gotten a surprisingly excoriating lecture from Gina on social and familial responsibility. John’s decision to squander his potential was apparently a big nasty loogie in the face of the entire social structure that supported his way of life, and he was refusing to hold up his end of the bargain by contributing in any meaningful way. Danny had listened, eyes round as bottle caps, while Gina unloaded on John and ungrateful deadbeats like him. Danny had backpedaled so fast it felt like he’d strained something, trying to get as far from that conversation as possible. There seemed to be an implicit judgment there on his own priorities—that they were only just in line, and he’d better not let them slip. He had avoided any conversations in the same vein ever since. It was enough that Gina seemed to like John okay, despite the fact that she thought he was one step above a tapeworm, and Danny had left it at that.
With that recollection firmly in mind, he decided a change of subject was in order.
“How come you decided to play hooky today?” he asked.
“You know. All work and no play.”
Danny smiled. “I thought all work and no play makes you partner by the time you’re twenty-eight.”
That drew a laugh from her. “It does, but it also makes you very, very tired sometimes.”
Danny looked at his wife in the sun through the kitchen windows. She did look tired—one good night’s sleep wasn’t enough to undo months of straining under the yoke—but she looked happy, too, and he felt a surge of emotion.
“I love you,” he said softly.
She reached over the table and took his hand. “I love you.”
Her hand was small and white against his own big, clunky hand, fingers narrow and straight where his were thick and squared-off. It was an odd-looking match, but it seemed just right to him.
“This was a good idea,” Danny said.
***
“Hey there, rock star! How ya doing?”
Case shook her head, but she grinned. “I don’t know how you can be so goddamn cheerful at this hour, Erin.”
“It’s ten-thirty!”
“It is, and you should be hungover and hating life right now.” Case pulled her apron off the peg and started tying it around her waist.
“Oh, I never get hungover,” Erin said. Case didn’t see how that was possible, but since nobody could be hungover and that loud at the same time, she supposed Erin was telling the truth. “I didn’t black out, either,” Erin added accusingly, “but I sure didn’t see you leave. What’s up with that?”
“That’s, um, a long story.” Huh, Case thought. A month ago I’d have told her “none of your fucking business” and left it at that. Must be getting soft in my old age.
Erin raised an eyebrow. “Does it have something to do with your so-very-cute drummer?”
Damn. That social radar or whatever it was that Erin had was a serious danger to others. “I’ll tell you about it later, okay?”
“Okay, but I’m gonna hold you to that. I know you’re planning to wear me out in training and hope I’ll be too tired to remember, but it’ll never work. You don’t stand a chance.”
“I believe that.”
“Good.” Erin clocked in.
“Hey, thanks again for bringing your friends out. That was cool.”
“No problem. We had a good time. Did you get enough people out to get booked for the weekend?”
“Not even close,” Case said.
“That sucks. Don’t worry, though—the word is out now. You just make sure to tell me when the next one is, and I’ll do the rest.”
***
The restaurant was crowded for lunch and then emptied out in a hurry, and Case’s shift seemed to fly past. She and Erin clocked out a little after three and headed for the gym where they practiced now, ever since the manager at Applebee’s had told them that a few patrons had raised questions, and he didn’t want to see them fighting in the parking lot anymore. As long as they got to the gym early enough, or late enough, there was always a room available. It didn’t always have nice cushy mats on the floor, but any floor at all was guaranteed to be a step up from the hot, dirty asphalt of the parking lot.
Despite Erin’s warning, Case worked her extra hard that night. Maybe she’d forget to follow up her earlier question, and maybe she wouldn’t, but Case had frustrations of her own to work out, and the exercise felt good. Movement and exhaustion had a way of clearing the head, and she could certainly use that.
They collapsed to the floor after about an hour. Case sat leaning back on her arms with her legs outstretched in front of her. Erin lay flat on the floor, eyes wide and staring at the ceiling.
“You tried to kill me,” Erin said breathlessly.
“You’re still alive, aren’t you?”
“Parts of me aren’t sure. Check back later.” She exhaled. “But that doesn’t get you off the hook. Your escape act last night and your friendly teddy bear of a drummer. What’s the story?”
Case sighed. This could all have been avoided if she’d had the presence of mind to stop by and make some excuses last night, but she’d been so rattled after her run-in with the wasted guy and the following encounter with Danny that she’d gone straight out to the car and kept going. Probably it really wasn’t any of Erin’s business, but she found herself talking anyway.
“I didn’t mean to ditch everybody,” Case explained. It sounded pathetic even to her. “I just don’t like to hang out with the drummer—Danny—any more than I have to.” She stared straight ahead at the mirror on the other side of the room. It was easier to talk without looking directly at Erin.
“You don’t like it, or you don’t think it’s a good idea?” Erin said. “Because it looked like you liked it just fine. You guys are electric together onstage. Yowza. Chemistry, baby.”
“It’s that obvious?”
“I think the whole room could feel it. You know he can barely keep his eyes off you the whole time you’re playing?”
Case closed her eyes. “No. I didn’t know that.”
“It’s true,” Erin said. Her cheerfulness was really starting to get irritating. “And sometimes you’d give him one of those smoldering looks and you two would lock eyes—so hot.”
“You’ve got to be kidding. ‘Smoldering’?”
“Would I make that up? Besides, you know. You were there.”
“Great,” Case said. “Now I feel like I’ve been performing some kind of sex act onstage. Thanks.”
Case said nothing else. Not only were her hormones dragging her around by the pelvis, but evidently it was obvious to anyone watching. Just fucking fabulous.
“So what’s the problem?” Erin asked. So much for silence. “Is there a band rule that says you can’t jump on the drummer? You guys are consenting adults.”
Case finally turned and looked at Erin, giving her an incredulous stare. “You noticed all this, and you missed the fucking wedding ring?”
Erin gave a short laugh. “Huh. You know, I did. That’s kind of funny when you put it like that.”
“Yeah. A regular riot.”
Erin chewed her lip. “Have you asked him about it? Maybe they’re into kinky stuff.”
“Jesus Christ,” Case said. “Not Danny. No way. Other than getting smashed every once in a while, he’s a choirboy.”
“And you don’t think choirboys are into kinky stuff? I swear, they’re the ones you gotta watch out for.”
“Jesus Christ,” Case said again. It was less satisfying this time. “No. Not Danny. I know everything there is to know about the kind of boys you gotta watch out for, and Danny is not one of them. Believe me.”
Erin was quiet. Case could see her calculating, turning the problem over in her mind.
“I guess you ought to avoid hanging out with Danny any more than you have to,” Erin said after a while.
Case nodded. She took a drink of water and swirled it around her mouth. She was tempted to spit it on the floor, but she got up instead, crossing the room to spit it into the water fountain. She came back and sat again. “A year ago, I think I’d have just taken what I wanted, and damn the consequences. It wouldn’t have been the first time.”
“Maybe you’re less of a stone-cold bitch than you used to be,” Erin said. The smirk on her face took most of the sting off the words.
“Maybe that’s it,” Case conceded.
“Or maybe you really care about Danny.”
Case recoiled. “Jesus, Erin. That’s about as funny as a fork in the eye.”
Erin only shrugged. The two women sat in silence, each with her own thoughts. Outside the room, the normal clanging and banging of equipment went on and on.
“You’re too easy to talk to, you know that?” Case said.
“It’s a gift.”
***
John served up another low-fat half-caff mocha blah blah blah what-the-fuck-ever with somewhat less than the usual Starbucks-approved amount of good cheer. The show last night had been great, and he’d even gotten enough sleep for a change, but the comedown was a bitch. For twenty-five minutes onstage, the gears of his own personal universe had meshed for once, and he had been propelled forward into . . . into what? Into something that felt like his real life, he thought. Making music that moved people.
It hadn’t moved many people, sure, but it had been a start. It had rankled at first that he’d pushed himself up to a new level—with the help of the band and Johnny Tango—and nobody had really given a damn. Then Case’s friends had come over (and he was still grappling with the world-altering implications of that unexpected phrase, “Case’s friends”) and told him how much they’d enjoyed the show, and suddenly he’d felt like he hadn’t been wasting his breath after all. They hadn’t been bullshitting, either, or at least he didn’t think so. They’d really had a good time, and though they had been there mostly to see Case, he’d gotten the sense that they’d really appreciated his performance, too.
For a moment or two, all had been right with the world.
And now he was making six-dollar coffees for hurried people with BMWs and no brains again.
Talk about a hangover.
He poured some tea into a plastic cup and set it on the counter, then turned to the guy working the shift with him.
“Drew,” he said, “can you imagine Ian Anderson working the assembly line in a factory?”
Drew was maybe a couple of years older than John, but apparently not enough older. He blinked. “Who?”
There was something to be said for remembering your audience, John thought wryly. He tried again. “Daughtry,” he said. “Can you imagine him pumping gas somewhere for six bucks an hour?”
Drew nodded. “Yeah. Totally. That’s probably where they should have left him.”
John couldn’t help but laugh. “Bad example. How about Fred Durst?”
Drew narrowed his eyes and tipped his head toward the ceiling, thinking hard. “No,” he said finally. “I can only imagine him in prison.”
“Fair enough,” John said, laughing some more. This might have been the only non-coffee conversation he’d ever had with Drew, and the guy was funnier than John had expected. “Come on, work with me here. One more time. What about Madonna?”
“I can imagine her doing lots of things,” Drew said. “And she probably has.”
More laughter. “You’re not making this easy on me.”
“Sorry, man,” Drew said. His grin said he was anything but. “Where are you going with this?”
“Haven’t you ever seen somebody, a musician or an actor or someone like that, and thought Yeah, that’s what this person is supposed to be doing. Like it’s impossible to imagine them doing anything but what they’re doing. Like they were made for it.”
Drew shrugged. “Not really, man. But I know some people who feel that way.”
“Yeah?”
“Hell yeah. Everybody who walks in the door here takes one look at me and thinks, Damn. That man is made for brewin’ up a badass Cinnamon Dolce Latte.”
“You have no culture.”
“Not a shred.” Drew turned to the woman who had just walked up to the register. “Welcome to Starbucks,” he said. “Would you care for a Cinnamon Dolce Latte?”
“Uh, no thanks.”
Drew glanced at John and shrugged.
John shook his head and went in back to make sure they had enough cups. A faint muttering sifted up from the back of his mind, dark, incomprehensible murmurings, but he paid it no attention.
***
Quentin bit back a curse, closed his eyes, and grimaced, covering his thumb with his fingers. With his other hand, he held on to both the top rung of the ladder and the heavy framing hammer he’d mashed his thumb with. Warm blood trickled from his fist.
Better a thumb than a finger, he thought, though really any abuse of his fretting hand was a drag.
“Hey! Pay attention up there, for Chrissakes! You all right?”
Quentin opened his eyes. Cesar, the foreman, was looking up at him with concern.
“I’m gonna come down for a minute, okay?”
“Yeah, fine.”
Quentin slid his hammer into the loop on his belt and clambered down the ladder, leaving spots of blood on every other rung.
“Let’s have a look,” Cesar said. Quentin showed him the thumb—the nail was torn half off, and the wound under it welled with dark blood.
“Nice one. Come on. There’s a first-aid kit in my truck.” They walked over, and Cesar dug the white and red box out from behind the seat. He handed Quentin a bottle of peroxide and a roll of gauze.
“Thanks,” Quentin said.
“Where’s your head today, man? Jimmy said he about had to throw a two-by-six at you to get your attention a little while ago, and now this.” Cesar gave him a fatherly frown. “If you’re out of it today, you should go home.”
Quentin shrugged and opened the peroxide. This was going to hurt like a bastard. “No, it’s cool,” he said.
“Stay out too late last night?”
“Yeah. That’s it.” Quentin gritted his teeth together, screwed up his face, and poured the peroxide on his thumb. It hissed and spat and burned like hell. Pink foam spilled onto the earth. “Yeah,” Quentin said again. “Just didn’t get a lot of sleep.”
That was part of it, sure, but it wasn’t the whole story. He’d seen the old rocker, the one that hung around John like a fly buzzing around roadkill, at the show, and hadn’t been able to get him out of his mind since.
About halfway through the set, Quentin had seen him from the stage. The guy hadn’t been looking at the band or watching John at all—instead, he’d been turned half away from the stage and watching the faces of the crowd, his glance moving from one to another every few seconds. Whatever he was looking for, he didn’t find it, and he left at the very end of the set, slipping out the door as the band tore down. Quentin didn’t think John had even seen him.
The guy bugged Quentin. He had the sleazy manner of the kind of guy who’d sidle up to you in a crowded club and ask if you needed a gram, maybe half a gram, but his eyes were too slow, too attentive, and he wasn’t as jumpy as the dealers Quentin knew. The drug dealer vibe wasn’t quite right, but that’s all that Quentin could figure him for. That would explain John’s odd behavior lately, too.
And the voice? How do you explain that?
“Shit, I’m just tired,” Quentin said.
Cesar nodded. “Go home, kid. It ain’t worth getting hurt out here for fifteen bucks an hour.”
Quentin wound the gauze around his thumb. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”
The stage was huge, almost the width of the whole building. It was just the kind of stage John would have loved to play on, he thought wistfully. One day. The place was packed, maybe a thousand people and standing room only, just like it would be for him one day. For now, though, he was only a spectator, jammed in next to a bunch of sweaty bodies and jostled this way and that by hard elbows and rude shoulders. Still, excitement crackled through his body. He was in the very front, pressed against the rail in front of the stage. Best seat in the house, so to speak. He couldn’t wait for the band to get started, even though he couldn’t precisely remember who he’d come to see. A heavy rock band, he was sure—the drum kit, Ampeg bass amp, and Marshall JCM800 guitar amp attested to that. The guitar amp was a little weird, though; he would have expected a big speaker cabinet in a venue this size, one big 4x12 at least if not two, but there was only a small cabinet on the floor.
It looked familiar. So did the drum kit, now that he was looking, and his excitement soured with a sense of low dread, like a low bass note that was felt more than heard. He stared at the kick drum, stupidly trying to figure out where he’d seen it before.
He was still staring at it when the crowd around him cheered and surged forward, smashing him against the metal rail. He pushed back, and the space around him, maybe three feet on every side, cleared instantly. None of the cheering, screaming fans touched him now; they avoided him, they wouldn’t look at him, even though they kept cheering and waving and pressing against each other. He dimly thought he’d have to hang on to that trick for future shows.
The beat kicked in, and the first chords of the song started.
That’s funny, he thought. That sounds like “Burn.” That humming sense of dread doubled, acquiring some evil harmonics, and he felt his head turning back to the stage.
No, he thought, all excitement gone. I need to leave here. I don’t want to see this. I have to go! He couldn’t stop himself looking, though, his head turning and his eyes opening wide to take in the whole stage.
His brother was sitting behind the drum kit. He looked good, too—happy, thrilled to be playing as he pummeled the floor tom and snare. Case was there, too, playing a Les Paul the color of blood (and why did that seem familiar? he was sure he’d never seen it before)—and fuck! Even Quentin was there, way on the right side of the stage, nodding his head and teasing deep, rumbling notes from his bass.
This was bad, this felt wrong. This was the thirteenth floor, aces and eights, the black spot, every omen of dread and cursed luck he could think of. Where was the singer? He, John, should have been on that stage—but there was nothing he wanted less at that very moment. He wanted to run, to turn and plow through the crowd behind him, leave a trail of spilled beer and irate people all the way to the door, and his fucking legs wouldn’t move.
The song moved to the chorus figure, and still nobody was singing. Nobody onstage, anyway—the crowd around John shouted the words (those shitty goddamn lyrics) at top volume, breaking into even louder cheering as Case turned and locked eyes with Danny across the stage. There was a kind of feral, bestial hunger in her eyes—and in Danny’s, too. She walked toward him without breaking eye contact, swaying her hips slightly as she went. The crowd went nuts.
Do it! a woman just behind and to the left of Danny shrieked, her voice many times louder than the thousands of watts of amplification in front of him. Doooo iiiiiit!
Case walked behind the drum set and reached out with her right hand, seizing the front of Danny’s shirt. She hauled him out of his seat and pressed her lips to his, mashing his lips against his teeth so hard that blood trickled down his chin. Her guitar was gone—John had no idea where it had gone—and her entire body was crushed against Danny’s. Danny kicked the drum set apart without breaking from her embrace, and then it, too, was gone.
Only Quentin was still playing, grooving along to his bass line with a sadistic grin on his face. The crowd roared, shouted, and screamed, and John suddenly knew that this was a part of the act they all expected. This was what they’d come to see.
Case backed up, pulling Danny with her to the front of the stage. Then she turned, spun, and threw him to the ground, tearing frenetically at his clothes. His T-shirt shredded away, his pants tore into strips that she ripped away and threw into the audience.
God, please no, please I don’t want to see this, I don’t want to watch this.
Then Danny was naked and Case was straddling him, still fully clothed. From John’s vantage point, so close to the stage, he could see everything—the blood on Case’s lip, her hard nipples, Danny’s erect penis crushed against his body and outraged.
Come on, girl! somebody shouted behind John. John turned (I turned! I can turn! Maybe I won’t have to see any more!) to tell her to shut up, that was his brother for God’s sake, but he couldn’t tell who’d said it.
His head turned back to the stage of its own accord (No! No no no!) and his face contorted into a cry of horror. Case’s skin had gone pale, all maggot-white and pulpy, and jagged, ragged teeth filled her mouth. She threw her head back and howled, and the crowd howled with her. Then she leaned down as though she was going to whisper something in Danny’s ear, but instead she took the ear in her mouth and pulled, tearing it slowly off Danny’s head. She teased it, worked it as John stared and the crowd yelled, pulling the ear away along with a ragged strip of flesh that went all the way down Danny’s neck to his collarbone before it tore free.
Yes! Danny screamed as blood spurted from his wound. John could hear him as clearly as if they were the only two people in the room. Oh, God yes!
Case tore the strip of flesh away and threw it into the crowd. John could see the ear, whole and intact, still hanging on the end of the strip as it sailed into the audience. Droplets of blood fell on John’s face, in his hair.
Then Case bent down again and stopped with her mouth hanging open inches from Danny’s face. Saliva dripped onto Danny’s skin. Case looked up from below her eyebrows at the crowd, a wordless query.
NO! John screamed, but the crowd screamed louder.
Case sank her teeth into Danny’s cheek just below his eye—his eye, for God’s sake, his fucking eye—and pulled.
***
John woke with a scream still dying on his lips. Darkness surrounded him, wrapped around him, thick and heavy like wet black felt. Stinking wet black felt. The smell had come like a fog in the night, caressing him, seeping into his pores—that awful smell, the smell of fish guts rotting in a Dumpster, of rotting logs half submerged in stagnant water, the murky, musky smell of semen and spoiled milk and mold—and now it was everywhere.
There was a sound, a faint tap on the wall by the door, and then he knew: Something was in here with him. That was where the stench had come from—a man, or something like a man, clad in a black silk shirt and a cowboy hat, a patient, ironic grin on his face, mad eyes shrouded in darkness. He was standing there, maybe close enough that one step would bring him to Johnny’s very bedside.
You can’t take me now, John thought. You can’t! It’s too soon! No sound escaped his lips, though—he didn’t dare make a noise. His chest burned from holding his breath, his shoulders shook from terror. He’d screamed just seconds ago, he knew he’d screamed, the sound had scoured his throat and was still ringing in the air, and yet now he was terrified to make the smallest sound, not even daring to breathe. There was that thing there, that thing that was not a man, and though it must have heard him, John felt sure that it was waiting, silently laughing, for John to make one more sound. To call it to him. Then it would take that single long step, and it would reach out and touch John with one clammy hand, and John would die.
Or worse.
John’s chest burned and burned, and swatches of dark color, purple and noxious green, flashed in his vision. He had read that you couldn’t kill yourself by holding your breath—your body would force you to breathe eventually, and what would happen to him then, when he sucked in that unwanted, involuntary gasp of air?
He would have to move before then. Run, though the room was small, and the laughing thing was standing in the hall. Where would he run? Where could he run? Where? It didn’t matter—he had to get up, had to run, had to do something now, before—
There came a faint scratching sound from near the hall.
Terror gripped him again, and he froze. His heart pounded like a maul in his chest, in his ears, in his head.
John sprang up from the mattress, scratching and scrabbling at the wall for the light switch, suddenly convinced that light was the answer, light would dispel the thing, or light would reveal it and he would be stricken insane at the sight, but either way he’d no longer have to sit scared in the dark, waiting.
He hit the light switch with his hand just as he hit the wall with his body. He felt the switch click, but the room stayed dark.
Oh God, it got the lights! John thought, semi-coherently. He bounced off the wall, skidded back on the damp carpet, and huddled on the floor with his arms over his head, waiting for the inevitable touch, that cold clammy slick slimy touch that would kill him or drag his soul screaming from his body.
A minute passed, then two. Nothing moved. Nothing could be heard above John’s own ragged breathing.
There was a sudden sound, a mad fluttering that traversed the room, followed by a faint click. A tapping sound on the wall near the window.
He knew that sound. It was a water bug, Texas’s answer to the cockroach. Bigger, of course, because this was Texas, and if that wasn’t bad enough, the damn things flew. Particularly at night—and they made a tap when they landed on a wall. His house was infested with them.
He remembered, then, why the lights hadn’t come on. He hadn’t paid the electricity bill yet, and they’d cut him off yesterday. That’s why there was no tiny glow from his charging phone, no faint green light from his digital alarm clock.
It was only then that he understood that he was alone in his house and had been all along. It was the smell, that awful fucking smell, that had fired up his overheated imagination.
And the dream.
Yeah, the dream had been a doozy, too. No wonder he’d woken up screaming.
Fucking Danny. Fucking Case, too. It wasn’t hard to figure out where that goddamn dream had come from. The band had played another show last night, really kicked ass, and John had really gotten into it. He’d never performed so well in his life. Even Case had slapped him on the back afterward and told him he’d played a “great fucking set.” That had been so unanticipated he’d actually stood there for a few seconds trying to figure out if he’d heard her correctly.
“Uh, you, too,” he’d said. And she had played well, but he’d been half afraid she was going to leap over the drum kit in the middle of the set and fuck Danny’s brains out right onstage. He wasn’t alone, either—the entire universe could see the two of them making googly-eyes at each other all night.
It made for another layer of intensity in the show, but there was nothing good down that road. It wouldn’t be like Danny to get it on with Case, but greater men than Danny slipped up all the time. John worried constantly, to the point where he was afraid to leave the two of them alone. If Danny does fuck this up—no pun intended—he’ll feel so guilty I’ll be lucky to see him again, let alone Case.
And then Ragman would go spiraling down the drain.
John had reminded Danny of Rule Number One about five times, but all Danny ever said was “I got it under control.” John sure as hell hoped so.
All of that aside, it had been a great show. Quentin’s buddies had come out again and brought a few friends, but what really did it was Case’s friend, Erin. She’d brought the same girls that she’d brought the time before, and they all brought a friend, and some of the friends brought friends, and it was just like a chain letter. The guy at the door counted thirty-one warm bodies that came to check out the band, and that was enough to nail down one of the vaunted weekend spots. John knew it wasn’t much, but it was something he’d been working at for almost a year, and there was a sense of triumph.
At the end of the night, they’d all gotten good and drunk and hired Erin to manage the band’s publicity. John thought that might have been the only good decision ever made by a bunch of drunk people—he suspected that Erin could single-handedly pack Shea Stadium if given enough lead time.
As long as Danny didn’t fuck up Rule Number One, it looked like they were on their way.
***
At the next practice, the four of them were still stoked from the show. Danny and John got there first, as usual. Danny didn’t know how he looked himself, but John hadn’t been able to clear the grin off his face since Danny picked him up, and Danny felt much the same. Quentin came in, also fully equipped with a dumb smile, and hummed while he plugged in. Case was actually bopping her head to music only she could hear, but from the few bits of lyrics Danny could hear coming out of her mouth, he had a strong suspicion that she was jamming along with “Changing Gears,” the one song left in the set that she professed a mild dislike for. (To be specific, she had said, “This song draaaags. It moves like old people fuck.” Danny was afraid that he would never cleanse his mind of the image that had conjured.)
“All right guys,” John said when they were all ready. “We rocked that last show. The one next month is more than twice as long, though, so we have to figure out what we want to add to the set.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Case said. “We’ve got, what? Fifteen songs?”
“Yeah, but we’ve really only worked on five of them. We’ve got seven weeks to get another half a dozen or so in shape. Which ones do you want to start with?”
“‘Fused’ and ‘Everybody’s Fault’ for sure,” Case said.
“Yeah,” said Danny. “And ‘Circular Firing Squad.’”
“Fuckin’ A,” Quentin said, surprising everyone. There was laughter all around, and then they got down to business.
They rolled through all the new songs a few times each. There were a few snags—Case had thought it would be a good idea to change the tempo in the bridge section of “Fused,” and it still tripped them up a bit—but overall the songs were coming together quickly. The group was starting to operate like a unit, Danny thought. The four of them meshed well, knew how to move with each other’s energy. It went so well, in fact, that John wrapped up practice early.
“Who are you, and what have you done with John?” Danny asked, getting another laugh.
“Hey, that reminds me,” John said. “Why don’t you guys just call me Johnny? It’ll be less confusing, and to be honest, the name is growing on me.”
“Cool,” Case said, without looking up from winding her cable. Quentin shrugged, which seemed to be assent.
Danny frowned. He had a sudden bad feeling about that, about John taking his stage name full-time. It seemed creepy, like the precursor to a drifting away from reality. Alice Cooper could get away with that, but this was just . . . John.
He didn’t know what to say about it, though—he’d saddled John with the damn name to begin with. He let Case’s affirmative speak for all of them and tried to squelch the unease that came with it.
For Danny, packing up was as easy as getting out of his chair. He and John—Johnny, he reminded himself, and boy, that was going to take some getting used to—went out to the car.
“I’ll be home early,” Danny said. “You’re slipping.”
“Nah,” Johnny said. “We’re really coming together, and we’ve played hard for the past few weeks. Knocking off a little early won’t end the world. We’ve earned it.”
“Yeah. I think so, too.” Danny pulled out of the parking space and turned onto the access road. “I hope Gina’s not working too late tonight,” he said absently.
“Hey! Speaking of Gina . . .” Johnny said. His voice was too casual—Danny had known him for twenty-two years, and this was unmistakably the “Don’t mind me—I’m not up to anything here!” voice.
“Yeesss?” Danny dragged the word out. He was nervous already.
“I think you should invite her to the next show.” The phony innocence was even thicker this time.
It was too much. “Okay, John—Johnny. What the hell are you up to?”
Johnny looked hurt. “I’m not up to anything.” I don’t know how that chocolate got all over my face. “We need a good turnout for the show is all, and I think we’re finally good enough that Gina might enjoy it.”
“She’s got a standing invitation to all our shows—she knows that. And anyway, she’s not going to enjoy it. We go on late, for one thing, and for another she doesn’t like rock music. You know that. What are you really up to?”
“I’m not up to anything. I just think it would be good if she came, that’s all.”
That was so much bullshit Danny didn’t even know where to start. So he didn’t. Like so many other times, he just let it go. “I’ll remind her,” he said.
***
The weeks rolled away. They got tighter and tighter in practice, but Danny started to have more and more misgivings about John’s new persona. There were only little things, he told himself—nothing extreme, nothing crazy. John had found himself a pair of boots that he wore everywhere now along with Case’s jacket, and he’d started slicking his black hair back with some kind of greasy glop he’d found God-knew-where. Danny wanted to tell him that his new hairstyle made his already-oversized forehead look big enough to land aircraft on, but he didn’t have the heart. It was cosmetic, no big deal. Of larger concern, particularly in public, everything was now a motherfucker. At practice, John never asked to play a song one more time—he always said “Let’s hit that motherfucker again.” Similarly, Case’s guitar and Quentin’s bass had both been declared motherfuckers, as in “Are you gonna tune that motherfucker or what?” John was never in the mood to get some chow anymore—but he was sometimes hungry as a motherfucker.
Even Case, whose endless stream of profanity would have not only made a sailor blush but rounded out his education besides, was starting to run out of patience with it. “Lots of mothers getting fucked around here lately,” she’d grumbled in practice one evening. John had missed the point or chosen to ignore it.
Little things, Danny kept reminding himself. Just little things. Even if John was taking up permanent residence in his stage persona, it wasn’t as though he was checking out from the real world. He still paid his bills—as much as he ever did. At any rate, he still asked Danny for occasional loans to, say, get his water turned back on. He hadn’t started studying auto repair or invested in a set of Craftsman wrenches or, God forbid, a switchblade. Yet, Danny couldn’t help adding. John had picked up the irritating habit of expounding on what Danny was starting to think of as The Legend of Johnny Tango (“Johnny got in a street fight over there once,” John would say as they drove by some abandoned lot. “Got two broken ribs out of the deal, but he put two motherfuckers in the hospital. One for each rib.” Or, “Johnny used to drag race down here, before there were so many cops.”). On balance, Danny couldn’t decide if The Legend was a good thing or a bad thing. It was obnoxious as all hell, but it was reassuring to hear John talking about Johnny in the third person. He hadn’t come unraveled—he was taking a fantasy a bit too seriously, that was all.
Thanks to Erin’s pushing and his steady paycheck, Danny became the de facto business manager for the band. The band needed a website, she insisted. How could she promote them if they didn’t have a website? Danny cobbled together a MySpace page and got it looking halfway decent over the course of a long weekend, only to be told that it was tacky, and they needed a real website. She was probably right, so Danny loaned the band a few hundred bucks and took care of hiring a web designer, setting up hosting, and all the other details. It looked all right when it was done. Next she wanted some mp3s to put up on the site, but they didn’t have anything worth a damn to give her. There would be a recording session in the not-too-distant future, Danny figured, and that wasn’t going to be cheap. He wouldn’t be fronting the cash for that exercise. Not all of it, anyway.
“And promo photos,” she said. “For your press kit.”
They were just the last item on a whole list of promotional items she had laid out. She had a whole plan put together—what they needed, when, in what order, who it was for. Danny shook his head as he read the list, amazed. “Have you done this before?” he asked.
“Nope.”
“How did you learn all this?”
“Research!” she’d said proudly.
“Plus you know three out of every five people in the entire damn Metroplex.”
“That’s what I said. Research.”
He thought she was jumping the gun; they hadn’t even played their first weekend show yet, and she was mapping out what looked like a ten-year promotional plan. Then again, what did he know? It was thanks to her efforts that they’d gotten the slot at all.
The actual show was almost anticlimactic after the effort that led up to it. No—that wasn’t quite true. It was a blast, and Danny thought they played well. Johnny came out in his full Johnny Tango regalia—white T-shirt, black leather jacket, boots, and jeans—and for the first time Danny wondered whether he was trying to be James Dean or the Fonz. Either way, the size of the crowd intimidated him at first, just like the last show, but he warmed up fast.
“Is it hot enough for you, motherfuckers?” he shouted in the quiet part of “Burn,” just like the last show, and Danny prayed that that wasn’t going to become some kind of catchphrase or motto. It was already old. But the crowd yelled.
And what a crowd! Erin had put her promotional machine in overdrive, and between the people that came to see Ragman and the people who had come for the other bands, there had to have been over two hundred people in the place. Danny found out later that forty-seven of them had been marked down for Ragman—at six bucks a head (the band’s share of the eight-dollar cover charge), they hauled in two hundred and eighty-two dollars.
Danny’s wife was not among the forty-seven. Johnny had asked after her a couple of times in the days before the show, and Danny had gotten a little pissed. “She’ll come if she wants to come, for Christ’s sake,” he’d snapped. “What’s it to you?” After that, Johnny had backed off.
In the final analysis, the band had played well, the crowd had been supportive, and Johnny had held his own—but Case had unquestionably been the star of the show. It was almost scary how much better she was at each show than she had been at the one before, and she’d been pretty good to start with. But as she got more comfortable with the material and got more confidence in the band (they had leaped a major hurdle once she felt like she didn’t need to lead Quentin through all the changes anymore), she loosened up onstage. Danny had briefly wondered if the size of the crowd would affect her as it had Johnny, but he needn’t have worried. She sucked in energy from the crowd, turned it into searing, soaring music, and threw it back at them. She strutted, preened, and dragged notes screaming from her guitar. Sweat soaked the white fabric of her tank top, and Danny found himself thanking God (and, to a tiny extent, cursing Him) that she was wearing a bra under it. There was a line of guys waiting to get her number afterward, all of whom went away disappointed. Erin circulated among the crowd, though, and the band got thirty-five new signups on the email list, probably half of whom were guys who wanted to catch Case at the next performance and try their chances again, or, failing that, hoped she’d skip the bra next time.
It was just after the show that Danny caught himself thinking, Man, I’m glad Gina wasn’t here. I’m not sure what she’d have made of all that.
From the Dallas Observer, September 22, 2009:
. . . Opening the night were newcomers to the local scene, Ragman, thrashing out a set of greasy rock and roll in the vein of Appetite-era Guns N’ Roses. Derivative, sure, but they played it like they meant it, and guitarist Case (she sports a one-word name, naturally) pulled out some of the wickedest licks in town. If you’re burned out on the shoegazer scene and in the mood for something trashy and mean, they’re well worth checking out. . . .
***
“Woohoo! Your first press clipping!” Erin waved the paper at Case, grinning madly. She read the brief review aloud. “This goes right into the scrapbook.”
For once, they had met for lunch rather than serving it or raising bruises on each other’s extremities. The day was unseasonably warm, and they had decided to take advantage of the café’s patio. Case poked at the remaining half of her sandwich, thinking maybe she’d give it to the birds rather than try to choke it down. Erin had insisted on meeting early—11 a.m.—and Case’s stomach hadn’t woken up yet.
Erin’s comment about her scrapbook struck Case as odd. When she heard the word “scrapbook,” she thought of a dusty old photo album where your grandmother put pictures of you from the third-grade spelling bee. “You have a scrapbook?” she asked.
“More or less. I keep all this stuff, anyway—all part of building your unstoppable publicity machine.”
Erin moved to put the newspaper in her bag, but Case stopped her. “Let me see that,” she said. Case read it twice and then handed it back. “Oh, good. That’ll make Johnny real happy.” She had been tired before, but reading the review had pulled out the stopper on her internal reservoir of energy, leaving her suddenly weary. She dreaded the next practice already.
“He still driving you nuts?”
Case shrugged and threw one of her chips at the beady-eyed black bird hopping around by the next table. It jumped away, and a tiny brown bird darted in and stole the chip. “Yeah. Still suffering from little-dick syndrome, thinks I get too much attention and he doesn’t get enough. He’s been trying to gut the solo or the instrumental section out of every song he can, like that’s not obvious or anything. Somehow I don’t think our very first review is going to help improve the situation.”
“Fun. It’s just like my house at Thanksgiving. My uncle Bob and my uncle Dave take turns all day trying to impress my grandfather with how much money they made last year or where they traveled, or whatever. Are all bands like dysfunctional families?”
“All bands are like families,” Case said, “and all families are dysfunctional, so I’d have to say yes.”
“At least it’s a family.”
“I guess. Plus, Johnny’s actually starting to get pretty good, but that just makes him more of a dick. Weirder, too. I think he’s started talking to himself. It’s a little creepy.”
Erin didn’t seem to know what to say about that, so there was a long moment of awkward silence—a rarity around Erin, who usually filled that sort of dead air without effort. Across the patio, a couple left their table. It was immediately swarmed by hungry, fat birds. Case watched two of the birds fight over a scrap of bread with a pile of uneaten chips a few inches away.
“Are you up for training tonight?” Case asked.
“One second.” Erin finished doing something with her phone—probably sending a text message; she seemed to send about a thousand a day—and put it away. “I’m sorry, what?”
“Training. Tonight. Are you up for it?”
Erin made an overly dramatic sad noise. “Awww, I can’t. I have plans.”
“Oh, well,” Case said. She tried to hide a disappointment that was greater than it ought to have been.
“Hmmm.” Erin stared at Case long enough to make her uncomfortable, then rummaged in her bag, coming up with her phone a moment later. She got busy tapping out another message. When it was done, she smiled at Case. “Oh, look! Tonight seems to be wide open.”
“Hey, you didn’t have to—”
“How often do you actually ask to hang out with somebody? It’s like a lunar eclipse or something. I’m so there.” She brushed a stray lock of windblown hair out of her face and fixed Case with a look of concern. “Are you okay?”
“I’m not dying or anything.”
“Ooh, you’re so tough. Seriously, though. Anything you want to talk about?”
Case looked away. “No,” she said. “It’s nothing a little exertion won’t fix.”
“And a beating at the lightning hands of Mistress Erin.” Erin held her hands up in what Case presumed was supposed to be a kung-fu pose.
“Mistress Erin? Are you a kung-fu master or a dominatrix for hire?”
“What, I can’t be both?”
***
Erin left to go to her next appointment, but Case stayed at the table, drinking water and watching the birds hassle the customers. She had no doubt that Erin would be happy to listen to her outpouring of misery and woe, no doubt at all that Erin would be sympathetic and supportive and listen without judging or laughing—and no doubt whatsoever that she herself would feel completely pathetic by the end of her little ad hoc therapy session.
The show had been great, and afterward there had been the usual flood of interested male parties anxious to get acquainted. That was old news. She’d started thinking of them, probably owing to her own sporadic and flagging job hunt, as applicants, short for Applicants for the Position. (“What position?” “All of them.” Erin had laughed herself silly when Case had explained the term.) Most times the applicants aggravated her, trying her patience with dim pickup lines and effusive, ignorant praise. Some nights, though, the attention really was flattering; to be perfectly, nauseatingly honest about it, it made her feel sexy. Some of that was a feeling of sexual power, as if she could simply point at any man she wanted and say, “You. Over here,” and he would comply, willingly and enthusiastically. The control was intoxicating. Some of it, though—a tiny sliver, she assured herself—was a simple feeling of being desired. Just feeling sexy.
Chains hooked to a whole fleet of tractors couldn’t have dragged that admission out of her, though she thought that if she talked to Erin long enough, Erin would somehow summon it forth in that insidious, chipper way she had. Erin would probably understand, too, and she’d likely be smart enough to know that this was not an area where even gentle mockery would be welcome.
Case threw a chip at one of the birds. The wind caught it and spun it past the bird. She threw another, harder. It, too, missed.
The line of applicants had looked especially promising after the show, and it had been one of those nights where she’d felt desirable, felt like she wanted to be desired. She’d gotten off the stage, flushed, sweaty, and overcharged, practically humming with energy, and a small crowd had already been waiting for her. It had been all she could do to plow a path through them and get her gear stowed. She had even felt talkative, and she’d culled a couple of the most promising applicants for further evaluation.
And then, in the middle of conversation (Emerson was the smart, funny one, but Greg claimed to be a personal trainer and certainly looked the part—oh, decisions, decisions), she saw Danny, clear across the room, darting glances her way despite himself. He looked miserable, and it seemed he was trying to self-medicate with copious amounts of alcohol. He downed two shots between furtive glances in her direction. The luster of a post-show hookup and sweaty, frantic, no-strings-attached sex until the small hours of the morning dimmed, faded, and was gone in the time it took to turn her head back to the conversation. Just like that, Emerson became the lame one who was trying too hard, and Greg turned into the King of the Narcissists. The light was suddenly flat and harsh, her mouth tasted like she’d swallowed something dead, and everything was too loud.
She left them without even excusing herself (Erin, she noted, swooped in behind her and attacked the two rejected applicants with the mailing list), threw her shit in the car, and went home straightaway.
That had been two nights ago, and she’d been frustrated and pissed off ever since.
Maybe I really should try to talk about it with Erin, she thought as she threw another chip. But, really, what was Erin going to tell her? Danny—Danny the drummer, Danny the peacemaker, Danny the big oaf who had somehow, through the music experience, pheromones, or some kind of clandestine voodoo he practiced in the dead of night, wrapped up her head so thoroughly that she was actively turning away attractive, available men in favor of going home and doing something that looked suspiciously like pining for God’s sake, fucking married Danny—was, well, fucking married.
She had told Erin that, a year ago, it wouldn’t have mattered. She’d have done what she wanted to do anyway. She thought that was true. But now there was the band, which she really did care about, no matter what Johnny might think, and which was delicately balanced enough. And there was Danny, who—again, Erin had seen this in her uncanny way—she also cared about.
And, maybe most important, maybe she didn’t want to be—as Erin had so aptly put it—a stone-cold bitch anymore.
So, she could talk about all this with Erin, but it would be humiliating, and what would Erin say? What could she say? Case wasn’t looking for permission to do whatever she wanted, and she doubted Erin would give it to her. She was stuck.
No, that wasn’t strictly true, she realized. She could see Erin grinning and laughing. You want to get over this thing with Danny, Erin was saying in her mind, then you need to accept an applicant.
Alone at the table, Case nodded. Of course. A smile came to her lips.
Thanks, Erin!
***
Johnny threw the Observer in the trash with disgust. Then he dug it out again, leafed through until he found the snippet of a review, and read it again.
There were no customers in the Starbucks, so he decided he’d stretch his break just a few more minutes. He got out his phone and dialed his brother’s cell number.
“Danny?”
“Everything okay?”
“No. Did you see the review of our show in the Observer?”
“What? No, I’ve been working.”
“Well then, listen to this bullshit.”
“Later. I’ve got a meeting in five minutes.”
“It’s short,” Johnny said, making no attempt to hide the bitterness in his voice.
“Yeah, okay.” Danny’s sigh sounded like static over the phone. “Go.”
Johnny read the short review. By the end of it, his voice was clipped, almost strangled-sounding. “How do you like that?” he said.
He could hear the shrug in Danny’s voice. “Sounds okay. They said to come check us out.”
“Sounds okay? Motherfuckers called us trashy and derivative!” Johnny was standing now, pacing the floor outside the bathroom in quick, jerky steps.
“Come on, man. You know what they say—any publicity is good publicity. And they did say to come check us out.”
“They said Case is worth checking out.”
“They did not.”
“Well, we got three fucking sentences, and one of them is all about her. The rest of us might as well have been spectators, as far as they’re concerned.”
“It’s not that bad,” Danny insisted in that infuriatingly calm voice.
“Do you have no fucking pride? Or maybe you’d take this more personally if you hadn’t spent the whole night looking morose and making cow-eyes at her.”
“Cool it,” Danny said. He was still calm, though. Probably thinking something like, Oh, there goes Johnny again. I’ll have to have a little talk with him later and make him feel better, and then everything will be fine.
“I don’t know if I can cool it,” Johnny said. “I got half a mind to call up that numbnuts over at the Observer office and—”
“And what? Tell him his opinion sucks? Grow up, Johnny.”
“Fuck you.” Johnny mashed the button to end the call. The phone started ringing almost immediately. Danny, probably wanting to talk him off the ledge or maybe even apologize. Too bad. Sure, Danny hadn’t felt bad about the review. It wasn’t like he’d actually written any of the “trashy” and “derivative” songs. And of course he didn’t care that Case got all the coverage—he was thinking with his dick, just like the motherfucking reviewer. Johnny didn’t know what to do about Case, but he was starting to get an idea what to do about Danny. A pretty good idea.
“Hey,” Drew said from behind the counter. “We got customers.”
“They can wait,” Johnny said, and he dialed the phone. It rang a few times, and he tapped his foot impatiently. After the third ring, somebody picked up.
“Hello, this is Gina.”
“Hey Gina, it’s John.”
“Oh. Hi. What’s up?” Her voice was too bright, almost brittle. Johnny thought she probably expected an emergency, or maybe she thought he needed money—he wasn’t in the habit of calling her, after all.
“Nothing much,” he said. He was talking too fast, he realized. He continued, making an effort to sound calm. “I was wondering if Danny had told you about our next show.”
“Yes, John.” She sounded irritated now. “He tells me about all of your shows.”
“Did he tell you how excited he is?”
“Not really. He’s always pretty happy to play.”
“I think he’s really charged up about this one, though. We’re getting pretty good now, and there’s supposed to be a big turnout. We’re opening for Lost Soul Orchestra.” That was true, though Johnny had never heard of Lost Soul Orchestra before seeing them on the bill, and he doubted Danny had either. It sounded important, and that was what counted.
“That’s very nice. Look, John, I have to go.”
“Wait! I’ll be quick. It’s just that Danny, well—he’s really looking forward to this show. I think he’d really like it if you came.”
A pause. “He said that?”
“He didn’t come out and directly say anything, but you know how he is. He did tell me you probably wouldn’t make this show, and he seemed really bummed. He doesn’t usually bring that sort of thing up, so I guess it’s been on his mind a lot. I think he’s worried that if he says anything to you, you’ll feel obligated to come, and you know how Danny is.”
“Yeah,” Gina said. Her tone had softened considerably. “He wouldn’t want to inconvenience anyone, even if he had to saw off his own leg.”
Johnny chuckled. “That’s it. Anyway, I know you’re pretty busy. I don’t want you to feel obligated either, but I thought you ought to know.”
“Thanks, John. I appreciate that. Maybe I’ll come see you guys after all. When’s the show?”
“It’s the fourth of October at the Cavern. We start early. Ten o’clock.”
“All right. I really have to go now.”
“Take it easy. And thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Bye.” She hung up.
Johnny closed his phone and slipped it into his pocket. That was uncalled-for, a small voice said. He shook his head. No. I’m just looking out for my brother, that’s all. That’s all.
“Hey!” Drew said from behind the counter. “If you’re done calling your broker, I could use some help back here.”
“Would you stop that?” Johnny asked. He folded the corner of his journal back and forth, back and forth. “You’re making me nervous.”
Danny pulled his gaze away from the door one more time. It was early yet, and the small club was nearly empty, but people were starting to trickle in. Every time the door opened, Danny checked to see if his wife had arrived. Every time somebody else came in, he felt a mixture of relief and guilt.
“I can’t help it. Gina’s coming. I’m nervous,” Danny said. “Because I want us to play well,” he added quickly.
“Gina’s coming? Cool. The more the merrier.”
Johnny’s phony tone of surprise told Danny everything. What was it Johnny had said? I think you should invite her to the next show. Yeah, that was it. And he’d hassled Danny about it for weeks.
“What did you tell her?” Danny asked.
“Nothing,” Johnny said. His tone of innocence was even more phony than his tone of surprise.
“Try again, or I’m going home right now,” Danny said. He wasn’t sure that he meant it, but he was sorely, sorely tempted.
“You can’t do that!” Johnny said, and his shock was genuine, at least. “Look, that’s—”
The door opened, and this time Johnny craned his neck to look over his shoulder even as Danny looked up.
Gina stood framed in the doorway, an expression of mild distaste on her face.
“Gina!” Johnny shouted, waving frantically. “Over here!” He turned back to Danny and lowered his voice. “I told her it would mean a lot to you if she came. Don’t make a big deal out of this, okay?”
Danny opened his mouth, but he didn’t have any words to supply. Gina was already at the table. What would he say? Gee, honey, I know Johnny said it would mean a lot to me if you came to the show, but really I’d rather you went far away. That way, I don’t have to feel guilty about the affair I’m not having with our guitarist. The guitarist who was, by the by, sitting two tables down with Erin and a few of Erin’s entourage. Danny made an effort not to look in that direction—not even remotely in that direction.
“You made it!” he said to Gina. He got up from his chair to hug her, and he swore he felt Case’s eyes on him the whole time. He glanced over at the other table, but Case was engrossed in conversation.
Gina sat. Quentin, sitting with one of his buddies at the next table, gave her a small smile, and she waved.
“Where’s the guitar player?” Gina asked.
Johnny pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “She’s over there. She’s the surly one.”
Gina looked over with interest. Please don’t ask for an introduction, Danny thought. I don’t think I’d survive that. But that would have been unlike Gina, and thankfully she didn’t ask.
Danny got Gina a glass of water, and they waited. He checked his watch. It was twenty minutes to nine, which meant an hour and twenty minutes until they went on—if they started on time, which never ever happened. He held Gina’s hand and resolutely avoided looking down the row of tables for any reason. Johnny chattered for a while, but he petered out when nobody seemed interested in taking any of his conversational gambits.
One hour, fourteen minutes.
After another half hour of stilted conversation and awkward silence, the club started to fill up. It didn’t take much. The Cavern was crammed in between a couple of other buildings, and it was much longer than it was wide. There was seating for maybe thirty people, Danny guessed, and a hundred might fit standing up, if they all got real friendly with each other. The stage was small and cramped, and, at about eight inches off the ground, hardly worthy of the name. Danny thought that was just fine with him. If there was enough of a crowd, it would be tough to see much of anything onstage from most places in the bar, and the less Gina saw of him and Case in close proximity to each other, the happier he’d be.
Thirty-six minutes.
A clot of people—young men, mostly—started to form around Case’s table. Danny tried not to look over there, but Johnny kept turning around. He looked tired, Danny noticed. Alert, but physically drained. My idiot brother, Danny thought. What had he been trying to accomplish by getting Gina to come here? Maybe it was his dumbass way of trying to look out for Danny, but more likely it was his equally dumbass way of trying to keep Danny and Case from tearing up the band—in short, looking out for Johnny’s interests, as usual. Danny sighed.
At five after ten, the sound guy came over to get them to do their sound check.
Danny gave Gina a pair of earplugs and went to the stage. The drum kit was backed up as close to the wall as he could get it, and he had to squeeze in around the floor tom to get behind it. Case’s and Quentin’s amps were also crammed in back, right next to him. Case and Quentin themselves had to stand close, with little room to move, and Johnny had only a little more. If Johnny moved too much to the right, Case would end up hitting him with the headstock of her guitar.
Cozy.
Danny did his part of the sound check (three thumps of the bass drum, three whacks on the snare, and five seconds of playing the whole kit), and when he looked up, Case was onstage, four feet away. He could have stood up, leaned over, and touched her hand.
Danny busied himself adjusting the tension on his snare so he wouldn’t have to look at her. He could see her move in his peripheral vision. The sound guy had just asked her to turn her stage volume down, and she was twiddling knobs on her amp. She finished, and Danny got the sense she was looking quizzically at him.
He looked back at her and felt that headrush, that uneasy vertigo that had become so familiar.
She raised her eyebrows. Ready?
He nodded, and she went straight in to the opening riff of “Rust.”
Here we go!
***
The band came in hot, a little too fast but steady and tight. Johnny smiled. The energy was good, and he was ready.
The near-constant muttering in his head swelled into that question he’d come to love: Now?
Fuck yeah.
There was that rushing sense of power, and his voice poured out, roared out, the words filling the room and bursting among the crowd like bombs. Gonna be hoarse tonight, he thought, and he grinned crazily. This was how it was supposed to feel. The eyes on him didn’t bother him now. Let ’em look, by God!
Nothing was going to ruin his night. He had arrived.
***
Quentin had to hand it to Johnny—he was really putting his back into it tonight, really going all out. The skinny, unsure kid Quentin had been playing with for over a year had been replaced by a confident frontman, and tonight he was killing it. He howled and screamed and sang—sang like a motherfucker, to use his own word. With the jacket, the slicked-back hair, and most of all the brash confidence, Quentin doubted Johnny’s own mother would have recognized him if she’d been there. She would have sat in the crowd, patiently waiting for her son to come on—which would hopefully be right after this loud, nasty band got off the stage.
Case caught Quentin’s eye and grinned, nodding at Johnny’s back like, Do you believe this guy? Quentin grinned right back—he couldn’t help it. It wasn’t just Johnny who was killing it tonight. They all were. The band was. Whatever his misgivings about Johnny’s newly discovered vocal prowess, this was rock and fucking roll the way it was meant to be played.
Johnny leaned out over the people at the front of the stage, reaching for their hands, dripping sweat on them, screaming at them. They screamed right back.
He was exultant, and fire flashed in his eyes. After the third song, when a few loudmouths in the crowd yelled “Burn!,” he turned to Case, flushed and grinning maniacally.
“Let’s do ‘Burn,’” he said, off the mic. Quentin could see her gaping at him in surprise. “Burn” was their most popular song, the one everybody seemed to want to hear, and he hated it. The last couple of times people had shouted for it, he’d just scowled. It wasn’t even on the set list this time.
“Looks like somebody ate their Wheaties this morning,” she joked.
“Fuck yeah, I did. Let’s hit it!”
She hit it, and Danny and Quentin followed her in, Danny with a nice little flourish he’d never played before. Case shot Danny one of those electric smiles, and Quentin grinned at the two of them. They plowed through most of the rest of the set, unstoppable.
Quentin was tuning his bass right before their second-to-last song, their one down-tempo number, when he saw the old rocker in the crowd. Once again, the guy’s dark, hooded eyes scanned the room, and Quentin saw that his mouth was open slightly, as if he held his breath in anticipation of something.
Then Danny was counting off the song, one of Johnny’s tunes called “Watching the World End.” Case had worked it into an odd, almost jazzy progression, strange for the band’s usual repertoire, but it worked. Quentin usually liked playing it, but something about the man’s appearance in the crowd had unsettled him, had rendered the song eerie.
“The sun slides from his sky
Like a drunk man slides from his chair
But he ain’t gettin’ up this time
He ain’t goin’ nowhere.
And when the bar closes, baby
And the paramedics come through
The doc shrugs his shoulders
As he looks down,
Says ‘There’s nothing I can do.’”
A song about a dead man, about a dying day and a sun that would never rise again. Quentin hadn’t paid a lot of attention to the lyrics in practice, but now they gave him the creeps. Or maybe it was Johnny’s voice. There was a dark note in it, a sort of perverse glee that he hadn’t heard before, and it clashed with the grim subject of the song in a way that was deeply unsettling, like clown makeup on a corpse.
It wasn’t just him, either, he noticed. Most of the movement and conversation in the crowd had stopped. A few people swayed eerily back and forth, but most of the spectators stood still and silent, casting nervous glances at each other. The creepy guy stood stock-still, finally staring at the stage, at Johnny, and the expression on his face looked like some unholy species of religious ecstasy.
Nausea churned Quentin’s gut, and it seemed that the stage had gotten brighter. Fresh sweat popped on his brow. Had the sound guy turned up the lights? What the hell? It had gotten much darker in the club, too. The back of the room near the bar was completely gone in the darkness, though there must have been some tiny trace of light since Quentin thought he could see even darker shapes twisting and writhing back there, midnight on black. He felt sick—really sick, like he was going to chuck his lunch right onstage.
Even Johnny didn’t look so hot all of a sudden. He twisted around in the middle of the song, and though he met Danny’s eyes and nodded, Quentin got the impression that hadn’t been why he’d turned. For one instant, there had been naked fear on his face, and Quentin was sure that Johnny had turned because he thought there was somebody else back there. Behind him. He looked so convinced that Quentin himself looked to the back of the stage. There was only Danny.
Then the song ended, and Johnny stopped singing. The bar faded into view, the lights dimmed to normal. Quentin’s nausea was gone as suddenly as it had gripped him, like a cramp that had eased.
There was silence, then a tidal wave of applause, thunderous but solemn.
***
The set came to an end, and Case flipped off her amp even before the last chord finished ringing out. The sound died abruptly. She knew it was better for the amp if she let it cool down for a minute before turning it off, but just then she didn’t give a damn. She yanked the plugs out of their sockets, threw the cables in the black duffel bag she used for miscellaneous gear, and started to get her shit off the stage. “Watching the World End” had turned into a nasty surprise, like finding cockroaches in her breakfast cereal, and though that weird unpleasantness was already fading, she just wanted to be gone. Johnny looked her way with a grin on his face, but he looked elsewhere when he got a good look at her expression.
She hauled her amp off the stage and shoved it to the side. There was nowhere to put it here, other than to try to get it out of the way.
“Hey, good show!” somebody yelled.
“Right,” she said without even looking up. She slid her guitar case in next to the amp and walked away.
Erin gave her a tentative smile and a questioning look as she approached the table. Case sat down. The question would wait—she really didn’t feel like talking.
“Hey! I said ‘good show’!”
That guy again. Case turned. Slim guy, tall. Nice eyes. Nobody she recognized. He wore a ridiculous flower print and paisley shirt, unbuttoned halfway down his chest.
“You go out like that in public?” she asked.
He hesitated. It looked like he was trying to decide whether she was actively hostile or just giving him a hard time. “I was only telling you that you played well,” he said finally. “Not looking for fashion advice.”
Behind him, a small mob of people were lining up. They were already waving at her.
“Be nice,” Erin whispered. “I don’t know what’s wrong—we can talk about that later—but these people are your fans. Don’t make my job any harder than it already is.”
Case frowned. Erin was probably right. She looked back at the “good show” guy. “Thanks,” she said, without much enthusiasm. Erin elbowed her. “I mean, thank you!” She tried on a smile, but it felt like a sneer.
“I’m Brad,” the guy said. “You play a mean guitar.”
“It’s easy. I’m a mean person.”
He laughed, though again there was some uncertainty. “How mean are we talking here? Kicking puppies mean, or just cutting off old ladies in the passing lane mean?”
Now she did smile, a little. “Eating puppies mean,” she said.
Brad nodded. “Now that’s mean.” He looked so serious that she had to laugh.
“Better watch your ass,” she said, still laughing.
Brad wasn’t so bad, once you got past the wardrobe. He talked to Case passionately about his band and his music—some kind of funk punk he described as a cross between Prince and Rancid that she couldn’t imagine but now had to hear once, just to know what that would sound like. In fact, his band was going into the studio soon, and he wanted to get her to record guitar tracks on two songs where he thought a nasty guitar solo would be just the thing. His guitarist was an awesome rhythm player, he said, and he took care of everything they usually needed, but once Brad had heard Case playing, he’d immediately thought of a couple of places on the recording that could use her talents.
From there, conversation roamed—Brad’s last band, Case’s opinion of Dallas, dumb stories from shows they’d each played.
“Oh, I hate playing there,” Case said after he finished one of his own horror stories. “One time we were waiting around after load-in and the fucking sound guy came in and told me to get the hell out. ‘Band members only. No girlfriends.’”
“Ouch.”
“I told him we could go out in the parking lot, and he could find out which one of us was somebody’s girlfriend.”
“You didn’t.”
“The hell I didn’t.” She gave him a wry grin. “Of course, he fucked our sound up that night. Turned me waaaaay down.”
Brad laughed. He had a warm, easy laugh that Case liked, and he was fun. The only thing wrong with him that she could see was that godawful shirt, and she thought she might be able to get rid of that problem. She was starting to feel pretty good, no matter what weird turn the show had taken.
***
After Quentin put his bass away, he found a table near Erin and the others. There was laughter and shouting all around, but he tuned it out, watching the old rocker between moving bodies. That bad feeling from the stage lingered like the aftertaste of something foul, and, rational or not, he associated it with John’s friend, or dealer, or whatever the hell he was.
The guy slipped through the crowd, seeming to touch nobody, looking into one face after another and moving on. Clubgoers turned away from him as he approached and looked elsewhere as he passed by. He said nothing, exchanged no words with anyone, but kept moving, sharklike.
What the hell is he looking for? Quentin wondered. If he were a dealer, Quentin would have expected him to mutter a few words, whisper in an ear or two, negotiate a deal or slip away from a polite rejection—but he never stopped, never slowed his even movement through the crowd.
Around Quentin, conversation twisted and flowed. He ignored it all, intent on the old guy’s progress through the room.
***
Brad was talking, and Case really wanted to hear what he had to say—but a jarring, jerky motion in the crowd beyond him teased her vision, and she found herself looking over his shoulder rather than paying attention.
It was just an out-of-place goth kid, hair dyed black, dressed all in black, heavy chain hanging from his pocket and looping up to his belt—in short, stamped from the same mold as a zillion other affected, disaffected kids. Only the way he moved drew Case’s eye. He stumbled and shambled through the room, clearing a space around him as others edged away, and at first Case thought he had some kind of physical ailment or handicap.
Then she got a good look at his face. A sense of déjà vu so sudden it was like careening vertigo smothered her, and her heart clenched tight like a fist. The spittle smeared on his chin, the sly grin, and the half-crazed eyes were horribly familiar, so much so that for one second she thought this was the same person she’d accosted at a different club all those weeks ago. But, no—this was clearly somebody else, and that chilled her as much as anything.
Brad trailed off and turned around, putting his elbow up on the back of his chair.
“Am I boring you?” he started, but he trailed off. “What the fuck?”
***
The old guy stopped close to the door and cocked his head, for all the world like a dog hearing a whistle in the distance. Quentin watched him turn, watched his eyes light on something across the room, watched the slow smile of satisfaction spread across his face.
Quentin followed the man’s eyes, saw nothing particular in the knot of people at the center of the floor. There were people crowded thickly everywhere he looked, and he craned his neck, looking for whatever had attracted the man’s attention.
The crowd moved aside, finally, and Quentin got a good look at the goth kid, who had a little clearing of his own. Quentin had seen the kid during the show, near the front in fact, and he’d looked like was having a good time. That wasn’t the case anymore. Even from here, he looked seven kinds of fucked up, and Quentin thought he was actually drooling on himself.
Quentin glanced around the crowd and quickly spotted the old guy moving toward the kid, eyes afire and mouth twisted in a grin. Indecision seized him, and he looked from the old guy to the kid and back. This is none of my business, he thought.
Then he got up. His mouth had gone dry, his pulse pounded behind his eyes, and his hands shook, but he got up. Somebody needed to have a talk with that creepy fuck, and it didn’t look like anybody else was on the job. Quentin bulled through the crowd, muttering apologies as he shoved people aside and stepped on feet.
***
Case watched the kid stagger in one direction, then another. Whatever Brad had been about to say was gone, and he stared as well.
“He looks like he might need some help,” Brad said uncertainly.
“I’m not sure,” Case began.
The kid stopped his slow, weird turning. Case saw his shifty eyes narrow, saw his muscles tighten and his knees bend.
“Fuck!” she said, and she was on her feet, moving across the room. What are you doing? Surely he’s not going to—
The kid sprang forward in an ungainly motion, half shuffle, half leap, and his arms reached out just as he stumbled. He lurched forward, grabbing a woman by the shoulders. She screamed. A bottle fell and shattered. The two of them, locked together, tottered, but stayed standing.
Case pushed two people roughly aside just as the kid opened his mouth and lunged. She heard his teeth snap shut on air even from ten feet away, even over the music.
The woman screamed again, and the kid pulled back, face contorted with savage joy, mouth open wide—
Case didn’t try anything fancy—just rushed forward, buried both hands in the kid’s hair, and pulled. The kid was a bundle of sticks, probably no heavier than she was, and the motion threw him to the ground, hard.
The kid bounced, arched his back in pain, and moaned. He’d better stay down, Case thought. He pushed himself partway up, then slumped back to the sticky club floor.
The kid looked up at her, wiping his mouth, confusion in his eyes. He looked at the saliva on his hand with complete bafflement.
“Hey, what’s going on?” he asked.
Nearby, somebody else yelled, and a ripple of motion in the crowd caught Case’s eye.
It was Quentin.
***
“What did you do, you son of a bitch?” Quentin yelled. The last few people between him and the old guy got out of the way. “What did you do?”
The old guy pressed his back to the wall and crossed his arms. “I’ve got no problem with you, Quentin,” he said, his hoarse baritone barely audible over the crowd. “And you’ve got no problem with me.”
“The hell I don’t!” Quentin lunged forward and grabbed the guy’s shirtfront with both hands, crushing him against the wall. The guy actually laughed, and a ghastly odor spilled from his face and washed over Quentin. Quentin gagged, but he didn’t let go. “What did you do to that kid? What did you do to Johnny?”
The old guy put his forearms on Quentin’s chest and shoved. Quentin stumbled backward a few steps, flailed his arms, and fell on his ass. He was up again a second later, both hands reaching toward the old bastard—
And somebody stopped him, putting two strong hands on his shoulders from behind. Suddenly, Case and Johnny were both there, Case standing directly between Quentin and the old guy, and Johnny off to the side, looking mortified. Quentin looked behind himself, where some guy he didn’t know was holding his shoulders. He wore a terrifyingly ugly paisley shirt and a sickly, embarrassed grin.
“Jesus, that’s enough,” Case said. “Quentin, why don’t you have a seat?” She turned to the old guy. “And you, I keep seeing your ugly goddamn face everywhere. How about you make it disappear tonight?”
The old guy stepped back toward the door and gave an insolent wave. “See you around,” he said, and he left.
Johnny scowled at Quentin. “What the fuck was that all about?” Quentin started to reply, but Johnny cut him off. “You know what? I don’t care. We’ll hash it out later. We had a good show tonight, and I want to enjoy it. Why don’t you relax?” He shook his head with weary contempt and walked away, headed toward the bar.
“Case, I—”
“It’s cool, Quentin,” Case said. “Johnny’s right—we can talk about it later. And we will talk about it later.”
Quentin slunk back to his table, not meeting the curious gazes of his friends there.
***
“Sorry about that,” Case said after Quentin and Johnny left. “I’d have put money on me picking ten fights before Quentin got up the nerve to say something mean to somebody, but I guess you never can tell.”
“Yeah,” Brad said. He scratched his head. “That was . . . unexpected. Your bass player is lucky that old guy didn’t beat his ass.”
Case gave Brad a searching look. He was barely rattled by the whole thing, and she liked the way he’d followed her to the crazy goth kid, liked the way he’d gone straight for Quentin, trying to pull him out of the fight. Her blood was pumping from the adrenaline, and she could feel her heart beat. The night had been strange and a little ugly, but she was revved up now. The evening didn’t have to be a total waste.
“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”
Brad raised his eyebrows. “Where are we going?”
“First, you’re going to help me carry my shit out to the car. After that . . . we’ll see.”
That hesitant, unsure laugh again. God, he had a good laugh. “Point me at the aforementioned shit,” he said.
With Brad’s help, it took only two trips to get Case’s stuff loaded. Once that was done, Case tracked down Erin—she wasn’t about to make the mistake of disappearing without a goodbye again. Erin gave Brad an appraising look and Case a nod of approval. “See you at the office,” Erin said.
“The office. Right.”
It was just as Case left that a perverse impulse grabbed her. She pushed the door open and couldn’t seem to stop herself from glancing back over the row of tables to where Danny sat with his wife. Danny’s eyes met hers and he looked down, a miserable expression contorting his face for one fleeting second before it was gone.
Case smiled at Brad and rushed out.
Johnny danced up the sidewalk toward his house. God, what a buzz! What a night! He had owned that room. He remembered the room, rapt and enthralled, during “Watching the World End,” and he laughed.
“Could have heard a pin drop during that motherfucker,” he said, punching the air.
He put his key in the lock of his front door, and suddenly the feeling that somebody was watching him returned so strongly it felt almost like a hand touching his neck. He spun around, dropping the keys on the ground. There was no one. Even across the street, the lights were out and the curtains closed. That did little to dispel his sudden fear; if anything, it worsened, tightening a cold hand around his heart.
“Anyone there?” he asked, and immediately wished he hadn’t. His voice sounded pitiful and frightened, and if somebody was there, it wouldn’t do much to deter them.
He looked around again, across the flat expanse of lawn. There wasn’t so much as a thin sapling sticking up out of the ground, nowhere for anyone to hide at all. He tried to convince himself that he was reassured, but he didn’t really feel better.
He picked up his keys, sure that now, when his back was turned and he was in an awkward position, something would leap out of—somewhere—and grab him with sharp claws, either tearing him to bloody bits on his own doorstep or dragging him off to a place he tried not to think of these days—but nothing happened.
Johnny unlocked the door and let himself in.
The stench was thick, almost unbearable, and it came rolling out of the house like a dockside fog bank, conjuring images of gutted fish and heaps of rotting chum. Johnny gagged. His eyes watered and his stomach roiled. This was the worst it had been, ever. He couldn’t go in there. Oh, hell no. He turned, leaning back against the outside of the house. The door hung open, gaping idiotically.
“God, what the fuck is that?” Johnny asked, covering his mouth and nose. And how had it gotten so bad? There was no way he was going to believe that anything could stink like that unless something dead had gotten into the house. Right. Like a twelve-foot catfish rotting under the floorboards. Who do you think you’re kidding, Johnny? But again, that line of thought went somewhere he wouldn’t want to go even in broad daylight standing in the middle of I-35, let alone here at night, lost in the shadows between the two looming houses on the neighboring lots.
He uncovered his mouth and inhaled tentatively. It was bad out here now, and he thought that if it got much worse the neighbors might finally complain. Hopefully the house was airing out some, though. There weren’t a hell of a lot of other places he could spend the night. He took another breath. It was definitely clearing some, at least outside. If he opened a few windows, maybe it would clear out inside, too.
Johnny got up and went in. The smell had thinned out, dropping from inducing instant nausea to merely causing mild dizziness. The prescription drug from Hell. That struck him as less funny than it should have been.
Leaving the door open, he stepped into the living room and flicked the light switch. Faces of dead rock stars—and a few living—stared at him from the wall. He imagined he could see approval in some of their faces, though others were more reserved in their approval. Björk, a holdover from the previous tenants that he’d somehow never managed to take down, looked downright baleful. The stare on her pale face gave him the shivers.
Losing your cool here, buddy. Even so, she had to go. He tore the poster off the wall, crumpled it into a ball, and let it fall on the floor where he stood. Serve that bitch right, he thought.
He turned and—and Sweet Jesus Christ, there was somebody looking in the back window! A leering face was pressed to the kitchen window, tongue outstretched and waggling at him, eyes bulging and rolling. The laughter in his throat turned to one long, wretched scream, and he fell backward, hitting his ass on the slab hard enough to slam his mouth shut. His teeth clacked together and he scrambled back, anything to get away from that horrible face in the window.
The face was gone suddenly, and Johnny heard leaves scratch against the house and a branch break as something heavy ran through the growth. It was coming around the side of the house—and the door was wide open. The thought jolted Johnny to his feet, and he launched himself at the door—
Too late. He hit the wood a fraction of a second too late, and the creature on the other side slammed into the door with all its weight, sending the door swinging back, smashing Johnny’s face and knocking him to the floor.
He pushed himself backward again, scrabbling for purchase on the slab or the carpet or anything, scooting back toward the hall, back away from the creature, the thing. It walked like a man, and it was dressed like a man—a man who had been out for a few drinks tonight, Johnny noticed even in his terror—but that face belonged to nothing human. It bulged and leered and grimaced and twitched, lips peeling back and tongue flopping and eyes wide enough to show bloodshot white on all sides. A small gold cross on a chain around its neck glinted in the light, adding the final perverse touch that seemed to push Johnny to the brink of madness.
“Johnny!” it said, cackling, and there was wicked delight in its rolling eyes. “Oh, Johnny, Johnny, Johnny!”
Johnny sprang to his feet faster, it seemed, than he’d done anything in his life, and leaped for the door, hoping to get around it somehow.
Not fast enough. It stumbled toward him before he got past—not a pretty or graceful maneuver, but with enough energy to bounce Johnny off the wall. The cheap wall shuddered, and Johnny fell again. The thing hunched over him.
Johnny drew breath to scream, scream loud enough to piss off the neighbors, draw the cops, wake up babies a block away, and then—
A voice. A ragged whisper, right in his mind, calm and forceful, commanding this time instead of questioning.
Wait.
He froze. He could no longer tell if he even wanted to move—he knew only that he wasn’t moving.
The creature bent down, seized him by his shoulders with its face twitching and gabbling inches from his own, and pulled him up.
It set him on his feet and then embraced him.
Johnny could hear the weird smacking sounds its mouth made as it jerked and slobbered, and he shuddered, trying to move his head as far away as possible.
Then it started talking, a babbling whisper right in his ear with drops and blobs of spit flying onto Johnny’s neck, his ear, in his hair.
“Oh, Johnny Johnny, oh, my brother, oh yes, you called and I heard you, you were far but my ears, yes, my ears are keen, you called and I came, I came, I will come again soon, we will all come again soon, all of us all of us for you, Johnny.”
The babbling, crazed creature pulled back, holding Johnny’s shoulders again for all the world like an aunt about to tell him how big he’d gotten. It had bitten its tongue in its contortions, and now blood as well as spit spattered Johnny’s face as it gibbered.
It grinned impossibly wide, showing an unholy number of even, white teeth, and then its eyes rolled up in its head and it collapsed.
Johnny stepped back as it hit the floor. With its face relaxed by unconsciousness, Johnny could see now that it really was just a man. Just a man with gelled hair and a couple of days’ worth of stubble . . . and small ragged tears at the corners of his mouth with smears of fresh blood around them, from opening his mouth wider than it was ever meant to go.
The man moaned and rubbed his eyes. He seemed perfectly human now, and it occurred to Johnny that he had a strange man, certainly hurt and possibly hurt badly, on his living-room floor. He stared, unsure of what to do. Should he call the cops? An ambulance?
No, the voice whispered. All will be fine. Simply wait.
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