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Advance acclaim for Michael Shilling’s

Rock Bottom

“A rock-and-roll novel at once rocking and rollicking. Rock Bottom knowingly skewers the pretensions of the music business, while never taking them seriously, and the result is a simultaneously scabrous yet affectionate portrait of a band and its entourage in the final throes of a tour de farce. Michael Shilling writes with wit, fury, and an infectious gusto; it’s the kind of high-energy prose that makes readers want to get up and strut their stuff.”

—Peter Ho Davies, author of The Welsh Girl

“Rock Bottom is a raunchy, knowing, brilliant novel—a diamond-sharp, lightning-witted, sex-packed, hilarious account of the last days of a fallen-from-grace hard rock band, marooned in Amsterdam under the crashing ruins of a lost greatness. Shilling, himself a former musician, is our insider guide to the ravages and seductions of the rock-and-roll world, and he describes the sights with a tender, pitch-perfect savagery. But more than this, the novel is a remarkably accomplished piece of art—a complicated survivor’s tale full of hilarious sadness, virtuous cruelty, beautiful destruction— the sort of book you pick up with high expectations and that, to your surprise and delight, surpasses them all. A book funnier, smarter, sadder, and more inventively composed than you could possibly have hoped. It’s a hit—I mean, I was laughing all the way through, and singing along.”

—Michael Byers, author of Long for This World

“Michael Shilling’s debut is everything one wants in a novel: tragic and thrilling, farcical and realistic. The prose is exuberant in its range and wildness, but also in its little treasures, its unfoldings and depths. Here is a writer who brings characters to life, circumstances to light, and imbues them with resonance, traveling the whole map of human obsession and longing with breathless energy. This is a sexy, funny novel, but with the kind of profundity we need from our best novelists at this time. Michael Shilling is an important new writer, and this is a novel you won’t forget having read.”

—Laura Kasischke, author of The Life Before Her Eyes and Suspicious River

“Finally, at last, an ass-kicking, authentic rock-and-roll novel, one that peels back the veneer and gloss and—with an insider’s eye—exposes the lovely, wondrous dirt.”

—David Means, author of Assorted Fire Events


For Anna


 

There’s no more swimming in a guitar-shaped pool.

No more reporters at my beck and call.

No more cocaine, it’s only ground chalk.

No more taxis, now we’ll have to walk.

But didn’t we have a nice time?

Didn’t we have a nice time?

Oh wasn’t it such a fine time?

— The Jam, “To Be Someone”

It’s about my gardener, actually.

— Keith Richards, on “Jumping Jack Flash”


PART I


1

BOBBY HAD BEEN AWAKE for about ten seconds when his hands started to itch. His poor fucking hands, cracked and raw with eczema, stuck out of the blanket like rotting snails.

“Nice,” he said. “Real nice.”

He lay on a cot in Morten’s living room. Morten, a friend of Helen, their European booking agent, was one of those starfuckers-in-spirit who put bands up so he could be part of the rock-and-roll underground railroad. No one in Blood Orphans had met Morten — he was a banker always away on business — and this time around he had apparently neglected to pay his heating bill.

“Fucking Euro icebox,” Bobby hissed. “Unbelievable.”

In the late-autumn half-light of the gloomy Amsterdam morning, Bobby stared at his hands with sadness and wonder. The eczema, a lifelong nuisance that in the past year had become a scourge, started off as little bubbles of lymph that, upon being opened by his stubby nails, caked into a yellow curd, burned like they had salt rubbed in them, and made playing the bass guitar a painful chore. Made him have to keep his semirancid left palm away from the pick guard and pluck gingerly. Forced him to play nothing but root notes, because every time his fingers moved, the fretboard bit them like a fucking cobra.

He gutted his left palm for a minute. It felt like he was getting to the bottom of something.

The blankets Morten had provided were for children, puny swatches of acrylic adorned with the actions of different cartoon characters. On Bobby’s blanket, Underdog soared to the rescue in a long cape, his ears floppy, his grin light.

Bobby sat up and flexed his feet. Around him, in little Euro cots — always too short, always too narrow — slept Darlo and Adam, the drummer and guitar player. Shane, the singer, was missing, and that was fine with Bobby. He hated Shane, that faux-spiritual prick. And without Shane around, he didn’t have to divide his attention. He could fully focus on his recurring fantasy of killing Darlo. Wiggling his freezing toes, Bobby imagined going into the kitchen, finding a big fucking knife, and slashing the drummer’s smug, sex-addicted, square-jawed face until it looked like a Levolor blind. For fucking all the girls Bobby wanted to fuck. For constantly mocking his lack of musical ability. For exuding a smooth idiot confidence Bobby envied in a way that bordered on obsession.

Darlo slept with his hands behind his head, his mouth slackened into a smile, at perfect ease. Glyphs of Wonder Woman covered his blanket.

Blood Orphans had played in Amsterdam last night, and they were playing there tonight as well. The record company, determined to bury them alive, had conspired with the booking agency to get them a two-night stand at the new and improved Star Club. The original Star Club, in Hamburg, was where a band called the Beatles had spent four months in leather jackets and pompadours, honing their skills before they ate the world. Recently, some rich Dutchie had opened his own Star Club on the bank of the Amstel. Helen, who, like most booking agents, thought she was a strategic genius, had decided that Blood Orphans could really profit from bathing in the quasi-historical wave pool of an ill-conceived tourist trap.

“What a way to end a tour, huh?” she’d said. “Go out with a bang, right?”

More like a whimper, a peep, the distant screech of a rodent under the wheels of a truck. Bobby couldn’t quite believe it, but here it was, the last day of their last tour. Tomorrow he’d be on a plane to Los Angeles, this grand failure over, and he’d be back in the world, where Blood Orphans was just some band that had blown its chance, and he was an unemployed loser.

He couldn’t wait.

In ripped black T-shirt and banana-print boxers, Bobby shuffled into the kitchen and located the coffeemaker, an old, nasty Braun shellacked with the dirt of a thousand grubby rock musicians’ paws. He poured ground coffee and grimaced. Dirt; there was a time when he wouldn’t even have noticed. There was a time, on the first or second or even third tour, when everything had seemed part of some higher pattern of beauty. Back before they’d been branded racists. Back when all the teeth in his mouth were real. Back before the riot in Sweden, the jail time in Omaha, and a thousand utterly predictable days in that shitty van.

He paused in these ruminations to scratch furiously at his hands, rubbing and digging like a psychopath plotting with invisible allies. The dermal demolition proceeded so well, so much better than anything else ever did, that he kept at it until he felt a robust rip in his right palm.

“Oh fuck,” he muttered, the rapture broken. “Oh well.”

“Mommy!” Adam yelled from his bed. The guitar player often cried out for his mother in his sleep. His small blankets of shit acrylic were festooned with images of Mickey Mouse in top hat and tails.

“Shut up, please,” Bobby grumbled. “Poncy little girl.”

“Mommmaaa!” Adam howled in response, his voice echoing through the place, distant yet piercing, like something off a Pink Floyd record.

While the coffee brewed, Bobby went into the bathroom and looked for provisions to soothe his hands. In two years of touring he’d raided many a medicine cabinet for salves and ointments. He had tried Nivea and Aveeno. Doused his hands in shea butter and Cetaphil. Done a dance of olive oil and calendula and minerals from the Dead Sea, prayed to the gods of aloe vera, camphor, and almond blossom, worshipped at the dark altar of cortisone. For all this he had been forsaken.

He stepped into the shower, the soap-spattered curtain of which showed the Justice League doing its thing, wrinkled up and warped from countless hours of rank musician scrubbing. Dried rivulets of mold ran down the plastic.

If there was one thing Bobby missed about America, it was bathroom life — how hot water was hot, cold water was cold, and both were right on time. Here in Europe the ham was meatier, the beer was hoppier, the sex was another thing completely, but the plumbing was ancient, the pressure in the pipes was anemic, and the toilets had the hole at the back of the bowl, allowing one to examine one’s waste for approval before signing off. This variance in toilet architecture had spooked Bobby into a long month of constipation. Now he only played when his body went into the red. He only played to a sold-out crowd.

When the soap touched his raw right hand, the lather turned into a mass of bees.

“I am so cosmically fucked,” he said, and stared into the sputtering showerhead.

He dried off with one of those tiny Euro towels — thin and nonabsorbent — applied Eucerin to his hands, shook them like they were on fire, and retrieved ten Band-Aids from his stash. Soon his hands were covered. The Mummy, back in black.

Navigating the uselessness of hands covered in latex, he put on the same clothes he’d worn for a week, including jeans so ripe they could walk away. Then he poured some coffee, procured sugar and milk, and lit a cigarette.

Euro cigarettes were not fucking around. Instantly the day improved. But then his phone rang. His bell tolled.

It was Joey. The manager. The fucking day tripper. That bitch.

“Yeah?” Bobby said. “What?”

“Hey, babe,” she said, in a cocaine hum. “Good morning.”

“What the fuck do you want?”

“Don’t be like that, Bobby. Play nice.”

“Play nice?” He growled. “Come on tour and see how much you want to play nice.”

“How are your hands?”

“I said, what the fuck do you want? Why are you calling me?”

“I’m calling you,” the manager said, “because I just got to Amsterdam, and I’m sitting here at a café outside my hotel.”

“And?”

“And I knew you’d be the only one up.”

“And?”

“And I thought you’d want to come over here and imbibe, partake, and otherwise dilate.”

He put the coffee cup down. “Is that so?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “It is so.”

“You and that bindle of coke getting a wittle wone-wey?”

She waited for a second. “I’m trying to reach out to you, Bobby. Don’t be a dick.”

He hung up on her.

Fucking Joey. Her talents, which had seemed so formidable at first, had a wicked fucking half-life now. The conniving witch hadn’t delivered shit for them since the day the ink went dry on their Warners contract.

Had she stopped the absolutely career-crippling racism charge? No.

Had she kept Aerosmith from dropping Blood Orphans from their tour of America’s finest sports arenas? No.

Had she stopped their slow slide into booking agent hell, from favorites at William Morris to the laughingstock of the interns’ desk at Who Gives a Shit Booking? She had not.

At least she hadn’t slept with Darlo. At least, if only for reasons involving power and control, she had denied the drummer a place between her slamming little legs, kept him hurting, kept him frustrated. That made Joey a little bit of a saint to Bobby, carved out a special place for her in his weary, bitter heart.

Big deal, he thought. She was still an incompetent cokehead shill, and they were still the worst fucking band in existence.

A wasp flew by his head and started banging itself against the cold windowpane. This wasp had missed the last flight out of summer and would soon die a cold, exoskeletal death in a bland Amsterdam apartment.

Bobby always appreciated others with whom he could find kinship, and this wasp fit the bill nicely. Like the wasp, he too had been led astray by his instincts and was now at the whim of vast forces, forces beyond comprehension in the complexity with which they had ruined his life. Every day was a cold window to bang one’s head against.

“Oh, little wasp,” he said, “ye I shall free.”

And with that he smashed the insect against the pane, exploding its rust-orange exo-body but also creating a solid fracture in the glass, a flat skein that resembled the interstate in North Dakota, upon which they had often trod.

The wasp, splattered in the center, was reborn as Bismarck.

“Bad omen,” Bobby said. “I’m outta here.”

He donned his bomber jacket and went down the Dutch stairs, into this last miserable morning of tour. On the banister, he left behind a goo of rot.

Morten’s apartment lay on a fashionable street. Lanterns decorated the sidewalk. Scanning the storefronts, Bobby saw three posh clothing stores, a pharmacy with a hand-carved dove for a sign, and several restaurants with thousand-euro signage. Next door to Morten’s, an Internet café was opening.

“Oh, sweet,” he said, and flicked his cigarette to the pavement.

The café had that chic modern primitive vibe that plagued European hipster establishments, and smelled of sandalwood, cloves, and espresso. Behind the counter, a skinny aging hippie in overalls read a copy of De Telegraaf. Brown dreadlocks accentuated his receding hairline. He was smoking a fat spliff, and smiled as Bobby approached.

“Do you mind speaking English?” Bobby asked. “I no sprecken ze Dutch.”

Natty Dread nodded. “Sure, man. Sure.”

“A double espresso, please.” He looked in the glass case. “And that pastry.”

“The mazette?”

“Yeah, I guess. What’s a mazette?”

The hippie’s sallow stoned eyes gazed at him. “French for fool.”

“Perfect, then.”

A short, foxy girl with shoulder-length henna-red hair came in. She looked like that chick from Run Lola Run, wearing black eye shadow and something in the vein of a Catholic schoolgirl’s uniform. Bobby’s hands tingled. She smiled at him and sat down at a computer.

If Darlo were here, he thought reflexively, that girl wouldn’t stand a chance.

Chewing on his mazette, which was just a safe house for powdered sugar, Bobby stared at the front page of yesterday’s International Herald Tribune, which someone had left on a stool. He read the headlines, America this and America that, but nothing registered. After five futile weeks combing Europe for an audience, America was just a dream now. Until he emerged from the gate at Long Beach, America would feel no closer to him than Atlantis.

“What is that you are humming, man?” asked Natty Dread.

“Jethro Tull,” he said. “ ‘Aqualung.’ ”

The man smiled, then pointed to the ceiling.

“You are staying with Morten, no doubt?”

“Roger that.”

“Over and out.” He made a thumbs-up. “Sweet, dude.”

Europeans all spoke American differently. Each had cobbled together a personal mishmash of idiom, cliché, and insult. Marta, the band’s continental publicist, punctuated everything with “to the max!” She consistently described people she didn’t like as “total blowjobs.” President Bush was “a cowboy fascist” and Ronald McDonald was an “American materialist ass-clown.” The one time she and Bobby had slept together, she had whispered “Hit that magic kitty” over and over into his ear, her breath a mixture of pork and whiskey, until he went soft.

Naturally, Darlo had refused her first. But whatever.

“She’s a cooze,” he’d said, and left the club with twins.

Natty Dread introduced himself. Ullee. Another wimpy Euro name.

“I am a musician too,” he said. “We play a lot here in Amsterdam. Jazz and rock, kind of together, kind of at the same time. Simultaneously, dude.”

“Jazz is nice,” Bobby said. He hated jazz. “Cool.”

“We are called Past Tense,” Ullee said. “We played Rotterdam once, and Maastricht too. Groningen, we never played there.”

“I was mugged in Groningen,” Bobby said.

“Ah, mugged,” Ullee said wistfully, as if remembering the most beautiful sunset. “Mugged is not fun.”

“No. It’s not.”

“And what is the name of your band?”

“Blood Orphans.”

Ullee scrunched his face up. Bobby waited for the sad smile of recognition, for all those ad buys that Warners had taken out in a hundred magazines to pay off. But those ads had been pulled long ago. And that smile never came.

“Blood Orphans,” Ullee said. “What does that mean?”

“Fuck if I know,” Bobby said. “I used to think it had to do with brotherhood. But now I’m pretty sure it’s about death.”

The Run Lola Run girl giggled. He stole a look at her, but she appeared to be giggling at the screen, not his weak attempt at wisdom.

Ullee giggled too. His onion skin stretched into a smile. Some real light showed up in his eyes.

“OK,” he said. “That’s a good name.”

Bobby decided that Ullee was his guardian angel, come to grant him three wishes. That was how it worked in Twilight Zone episodes, and Blood Orphans had long since fallen into that fifth dimension little known to man, of sight, of sound, of mind.

The first wish would be two years of his life back, before Blood Orphans existed, so he could be scrubbed of the different emotions that accompanied this downward spiral: excitement, joy, confusion, worry, disappointment, and finally despair. He didn’t need these emotions anymore. He would find others. Just put me back in my apartment, up there in the loft with the Sabbath posters, the autographed Jet Li lithograph, and the vague smell of cat piss, tuck me in, raise the moon high over Costa Mesa, and let me sleep it all away.

The second wish would be for Jessica to fall in love with him again, truly, madly, deeply. Give her a tattoo of his name over her carotid artery. Make every dream she ever had be about what a self-assured, centered, and well-endowed guy he was. Have every one of her paintings be epic scenes of him in Viking gear, standing at the mast of a mighty warship, ready to fight the hordes, singing and crying. Her strong prince. Her Nordic master. Her Overlord.

The third wish would be for someone to slice up Darlo’s face until it looked like a Levolor blind. Then Jessica would never have fucked him.

“We broke up a year ago!” she’d said. “You have no right to get mad!”

Bobby took another bite of the mazette, moaning in approval. His dreadlocked guardian angel smiled, and Bobby smiled back, held his breath, anticipated the good news.

“I am trying not to be rude,” Ullee said. “But dude, your hands look like cottage cheese.”

A warm wave of shame, like pissing on oneself, passed through him.

“What happened to them?” Ullee said, but the bass player was already drifting, humiliated, over to a computer, his head down, pastry and coffee held in his itching putridities.

Run Lola Run looked up at him and smiled. In pity, no doubt.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” he said, and looked down.

While you were lost in the swirling toilet of tour, e-mail was one of those valuable life preservers that kept you from going right down the hole. It gave you some sense that there might be a more humane life somewhere over the broken-glass rock-and-roll rainbow, an engagement with those unenslaved by the wet dream of stardom.

Three messages awaited him. First up was Dave, his roommate in LA, saying, No, I can’t pick you up at the airport, and anyway, what do you want a ride for, you’re the guy on MTV, why don’t you get a limousine? Next up was Giles, a small, androgynous slip of a boy they’d met on their second tour of England, wondering when they’d be back on the sceptred isle. While high on ecstasy, Bobby and Giles had made out in the bathroom of the London Hard Rock Café.

“I can’t forget you man,” wrote the androgyne. “Think we’ll ever cross paths again?”

Bobby winced. One more dumb fucking thing he’d done on the long march to show-biz irrelevance.

“Kill me,” he said, deleting the e-mail. “Please kill me.”

The third and final e-mail was subject-lined Proust Personality Test for Blood Orphans.

“Hi Blood Orphans,” wrote Rachel from Los Angeles. “I saw you guys on Carson Daly the other night and thought you were great. So funny and rocking and hot. Really hot!”

They were showing the band in reruns? More likely her brother TiVoed them a year ago and she was confused.

“I went out and bought Rocket Heart like, the next day, though it was kind of hard to find. But the Tower in Anaheim had it. Totally awesome! Your publicist at Warners gave me your e-mail addys. He said you guys had been on the road for, like, a long time, and needed encouragement.”

Back in the days of wine and roses, interviews were everywhere, swirling around them like palm fronds over Egyptian monarchs. But they hadn’t had an interview request in forever. And if one showed up at Warners, there was probably a standing order to flush it down the toilet.

Some intern hadn’t got the memo. Awesome.

“Anyway,” Rachel continued, “I’m a psych major at UCLA, and in my seminar on cognitive dissonance my prof handed out this crazy thing written by Marcel Proust, a questionnaire used to gauge one’s personality. They use it in Vanity Fair to interview celebrities — I’m also a freelance journalist for music webzines — it’s really fun! — and I’ve been using it for all my interviews. It’s attached. Would you mind filling it out? It’s normally like thirty questions but I’ve narrowed it down to eight because I know you’re busy.”

Proust. He had always wanted to read Proust, but the books were so big.

“Thanks a lot! You guys rawk!”

Bobby looked at his hands. Could they take a little typing? Why not. He hadn’t imagined the band still had fans. Maybe Rachel was a portent of happy days ahead.

“What,” read question one, “do you regard as the lowest depth of misery?”

“Right now,” he replied. “Stuck two-plus years into the worst experience of my life. All my dreams dead and my hands destroyed.”

A little tension left his neck.

“Where,” the next question read, “would you like to live?”

He tapped on the dirty keyboard, stained with the muck of backpackers and itinerants. “Somewhere I never have to fucking see the faces of my bandmates ever fucking again.”

He tapped too hard and opened a crack in the well between thumb and forefinger. A little powdered sugar fell into said crack. It looked like lime in a fresh grave. Run Lola Run smiled at him, then walked outside and lit a cigarette.

“What,” read question number three, “do you most value in friends?”

He typed away, as hard as he could, in the hope of waking the sleeping bandmates above him, in the hope of robbing them of their peace. His hands burned, and the cracks running across his life line and heart line opened wide.

“Friends?” he replied. “I value that they don’t completely laugh in your face when you return from a long journey, with little money to your name, your pride a memory, and your soul ripped to fucking shreds.”

The computer wobbled under the rickety Old World table.

“How about you, Rachel?” he typed. “How about you, Proust?”

He took a breath. Maybe he should stop. Maybe he should go for a walk.

One more question, he thought. I can handle one more.

“What,” the screen asked, “is your idea of earthly happiness?”

And that question kind of killed him. The answer, even a year ago, would have been that this life is my idea of total happiness: on tour, free of the shackles of middle-class expectation, just me and my boys, screaming down the highway to hell, on through the night, just another moonlight mile down the road. The answer would have been set in a clarion call, for once they were righteous soldiers of the cause, purveyors of the swindle, ready to engage in battles cultural, social, and economic, whatever it took to sing the rock-and-roll body electric. The answer would have been two words. The answer would have been Blood Orphans.

But now the answer was a giant sucking sound. Happiness? Happee-ness?

He forehanded the keyboard like a tennis pro, and it crashed to the floor.

Patrons looked up from their coffee and papers. Ullee came out of the kitchen. His dreads seemed thinner. He looked at Bobby like he’d taken a shit in his café.

“Whoops,” Bobby said. “Sorry?”

“I think you should leave now,” Ullee said. “I think you ought to go.”

“You do, huh?”

“Now, man,” he said, and cursed in Dutch. “Now.”

The keyboard lay there, bent and twisted, torn and frayed.

“Now!” Ullee yelled. “Go!”

Bobby put on his jacket and stomped out into the Dutch mist. The old buildings looked down on him with their cockeyed dormer windows. Fog blotted out their roofs.

“Good job, dude,” he said. “Could you be a bigger asshole?”

Run Lola Run stood there with her cigarette. Her legs, Bobby thought, looked like a fishnet ladder to a hot Dutch heaven, one that, with these ragged hands, he could never climb. Another beauty out of reach. Another sexy sprite who would fall into the arms of undeserving men. Men who never knew regret, never thought twice, and never looked back.

She flicked her cigarette into the street and bounced on her heels.

“Hey, rock star,” she said. “How’s it going?”
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JUST ONCE, Joey thought, they could appreciate me. Just once, they could call her up and say, Hey, Joey, we know it must be tough wiping the spit of humiliation off your face each and every day, but we just want you to know we never forget how hard you work for us, how tirelessly you advocate our interests, how completely you sacrifice everything else to make sure we’re happy. Just once, she could call them and not get insulted with nicknames: Nazgûl, the Crippled Crone, Amphetamine Annie. She had a proper name and it wouldn’t kill them to use it once in a while.

They had no idea what it was like to be the ambassador and evangelist of the biggest joke in the music business, the defender of terminally damaged goods, the sunny shepherd of the walking dead.

Of course, calling Bobby had been a mistake. She had no love for Bobby. Bobby was hard to love, always fretting like the rabbit in Wonderland. It wouldn’t have done her any good to have him sitting here, scratching his hands. Generally, your enemy’s enemy was your friend. But with Bobby she’d rather take on failure all by her fucking self.

Failure was going to show up any minute now at this sidewalk café, in the form of John Hackney, their European A&R guy, who, back in ancient history, had the task of assuring the success of Blood Orphans on the continent. Hackney, whom Joey had made the mistake of contacting before her trip, just to see if he could get some press to these final shows, only to find out that he would be in Amsterdam too, on unrelated matters.

“We need to get together,” Hackney said. “We have to talk.”

Very fucking funny.

Her trip had been an act of desperation. She’d gone stir crazy at the world headquarters of DreamDare, her management company with an employee roster of exactly one, that ridiculous office on Wilshire and Westwood she rented to show what a budding Brian Epsteinette she was, a low-ceilinged, dusty room full of unopened boxes and a phone that rang only with complaints from creditors, a quiet place where she sat at a desk doing crossword puzzles and checking her e-mail while in the offices around her, boutique offshoots of the movie business — editing and animation and postproduction — hummed and thrummed. Out of boredom, she’d forced herself on all these adjacent people, hanging out until they had to ask her, Uh, Joey, don’t you have work to do? ’Cause we do. And she would say, Oh, of course, what time is it oh shit I have a meeting over at Capitol, I have lunch with an agent over at ICM, I have to meet with the accountant and figure out what to do with all this revenue. I just can’t count it fast enough!

Upon which she would go back to her office and cry.

So she decided to cross the pond and see what the four stooges had been up to, witness the end of an era, make a clean break with that which had brought her almost-fame and several hundred thousand dollars that she’d frittered away on expensive dinners, rebuilt hot rods, and sky-high office rent. She wanted to see her blessed band’s last show, even though seeing them now, at the tight end of the career noose, would do little more than fill her with any number of different angers: at the band, at herself, at the record company. But anger on a first-class transatlantic flight was a fuck of a lot better than watching sunlight move across the Hollywood sign from your window, waiting for someone who wasn’t a collection agency to return your phone calls.

Not that she knew anything about running a company, or even going to work. When Joey was seventeen, an old man had driven up onto a Santa Monica sidewalk and plowed right into her. The accident provided her with two things: a settlement that meant a decade’s worth of financial security and a bum left leg with a nasty limp. At first she’d alleviated the pain with prescription painkillers, but then she put her purple Camaro into a guardrail while loaded on Vicodin and malt liquor. Now she just hauled around an infirmary-sized bottle of Tylenol, and a well-hidden bindle of coke.

You could get anything on a plane if you stuck it far enough up your ass.

In her wildest nightmares, Joey had never imagined that Blood Orphans would fail so completely. There had been Darlo and Bobby’s night in the Omaha jail, and the riot in Stockholm. There had been Bobby’s tooth loss and hand decay, and Shane’s descent into comically condescending religiosity, and Adam’s annoying art-school philosophies, his crushed velvet, his Fu Manchu.

But that was just rock and roll. The real problem, the quandary that turned folly into failure, was one very small number: 3,451. The number of copies of Rocket Heart sold. Figuring out who was responsible for that number would take the rest of her life.

The breeze picked up, spun leaves on Dam Square. She lit a cigarette and felt some postnasal drip. Eau de Cocaine slid down her throat.

“Nice day,” she said, smiling, as if she were on a date.

Conventional wisdom said that Blood Orphans had set themselves up by taking that advance. No one wanted to like a band that hadn’t earned it. Everyone from radio promoters to fellow bands to hipster blog bullshit artists looked upon them as some rogue element, as if their big record deal had forever polluted the workings of a pure and untainted pop music ecosystem.

But none of that would’ve mattered if Spin hadn’t gone after them. Spin’s hatchet job rendered them stillborn. The editor, some butch British fuck named Arthur St. George, took it upon himself to turn his review of Rocket Heart into an editorial on the evils of irresponsible rock-star life and made this screed the Editor’s Note, right under a picture of him looking smarmy at his desk in skyscraperland.

“You’ve no doubt heard about Blood Orphans,” St. George wrote, “the foursome from Silver Lake that went from unknown in their hometown to a multimillion-dollar act for Warners. Bully for them. We root for the lucky. It’s what makes rock and roll great. Still, it’s no surprise that their record, Rocket Heart, is terrible. Just flat-out criminally terrible, a hodgepodge of old Kiss riffs, vocals that make David Coverdale look like Placido Domingo, and guitar pyrotechnics so lame Steve Vai could do better with a ukulele. That’s not surprising. What is surprising is that Warner Bros., proud home to generations of musical legends, has signed a bunch of racists. Yes, that’s right. Blood Orphans are racist. Stop me if you’ve heard this one before — I know, it’s only rock and roll — but ‘Double Mocha Lattay’ makes ‘Brown Sugar’ look like an appeal for tolerance. The track features lines like ‘Once you go black, you’ll never go slack’ and ‘Sweet little white boy, you’re the best don’t you know/buy me a mink fur coat and I’m your personal ho.’ Another example of this idiocy can be found in track three, ‘I Also Have a Dream,’ with the lines ‘I just want a cock as big as MLK/So I can walk down the street and yell, Ladies, this way!’ And finally there’s ‘Ultra-Apache’: ‘She was a squaw so fine, I loved to grind her gears/full lips, brown skin, and a trail of fucking tears.’ Blood Orphans deserve a fast burial in an unmarked grave, the entire print run of Rocket Heart burned in a fire of purification. Shame on you, Warner Bros. Shame on you.”

Within a week Warners had recalled the record and released another, in a vastly smaller print run, without the three offending songs. One hundred thousand discs and one hundred thousand inner sleeves into the shredder. Darlo, author of said lyrics, refused to apologize, make a statement, stage a benefit for the NAACP.

“These lyrics are a joke,” he said through their new, smaller, cheaper publicist. “It’s rock and roll, everyone. Besides, I’m one eighth full-blooded Cherokee. I know how racism feels. Lighten up!”

The label withdrew the offer for them to spend two months opening for Aerosmith, and suddenly Steadman, their domestic A&R man, could not be reached for comment. Steadman, who had listened to every one of the offending songs over and over and never made a peep of protest, who liked to party with them like it was 1999, was always out, gone for the day, or had just stepped into a meeting.

“Don’t worry,” Steadman’s assistant told Joey. “We’ll get them on tour in more suitable markets. Youthcentric markets. Cutting-edge markets.”

“Cutting-edge market” is code for “very small club.”

Not that the band themselves, lost in the funhouse, noticed.

And I am the one who takes it in the face today, Joey thought. I am the one who gets fucking dunked in it. Double Mocha Lattay, coming right up.

Joey adjusted her mohawk, which had grown out into a thick blond lump that defied all attempts at order, and watched John Hackney, their soon-to-be-former A&R man in Europe, arrive at the café.

“There she is,” Hackney said, and they rose to cheek-kiss. “Joey.”

Hackney, Joey thought, sure was one hot piece of ass, complete with thick lower lip, sleepy-but-knowing gaze, and sultry half-smile. They had met only once before, in London, back at the start of this long, strange trip, before the road to riches went from shiny yellow bricks to sticky black tar. The two meetings were bookends to the miserable epic of Joey’s ineptitude.

At that first meeting — drinks in Notting Hill, dinner in Soho, just the two of them talking strategy — Joey had made a pass at Hackney, but he’d declined, leaving her on a misty street corner like a poor man’s Twiggy. Maybe this time he’d want to show her his record collection.

Hackney was dressed in top Brit gangster gear, and smelled of oranges.

“Foggy day here in Amsterdam,” he said. “But it has its drama.”

“Does it?” Joey wrapped her coat tight. “I didn’t notice.”

Even though Hackney was supposed to be their Euro champion, the A&R executive had never been able to pretend excitement. Joey knew that Hackney thought Blood Orphans were that once-in-a-career clusterfuck he just had to grin and bear — that the fact that they’d been signed at all, let alone for a sizable percentage of the A&R budget for business year 2003, was a travesty.

Sometimes shit didn’t break a band’s way. That was one thing. If you were John Hackney, you felt bad about that. You did your best. But with Blood Orphans, Joey knew that he was thinking, Thank fucking God, and let’s just forget this ever happened.

“Talked to the band lately?” Hackney asked, sitting down.

“No.” She tried to look indignant. “They’re not talking to me.”

“Why is that?”

“Darlo says I’m a shit Midas. All I do is bring bad news.”

“You’re their manager,” he said. “Wouldn’t it be —”

“— a little self-defeating not to talk to your manager? The lunatics run the fucking asylum. It’s been a month since I spoke with them.” She thought about it for a second. “Actually, that’s not entirely true. Sometimes Darlo sends me text messages, one-word sentiments like ‘Lazy’ and ‘Lesbian.’ ”

Hackney lit a Players, and Joey mooched a light.

“I saw them play in Rotterdam,” Hackney said. “About two weeks ago.”

“How was it?”

“Memorable.”

“You’ll have to elaborate. With those morons, that could mean so many things.”

Hackney laughed at that, and so did Joey. But insults, even now, made her feel like a suck-up betrayer.

“Let me guess,” Joey said. “Shane’s still a Tantric Buddhist.”

“He sure is.” Hackney took a long drag. “And how.”

“Did he mention it onstage?”

“Between every song.”

Shane had started off as the closest thing to a normal person in the band, despite the fact that when they all met, he was a most devout Holy Roller, part of some scary Orange County clan. But he wasn’t vicious like Darlo, or pretentious like Adam, or neurotic like Bobby. He’d been a pleasant kid whose blond good looks and affable personality could have fit in anywhere. But delusions of grandeur had fucked them all in different ways, and in Shane’s case had made him a preachy, annoying mouthpiece for a number of successive spiritual dead ends.

“Let me see if I can remember it right,” Hackney said. “The cock is the lingam. The pussy is the yoni. The cock is also the jade stalk and the pussy is the emerald lagoon.”

“What else?”

He blew perfect smoke rings. Some calf hair peeked out where his cuff broke. Joey wanted to lick his legs bare.

“A most comprehensive retelling of the Kama Sutra,” he said. “Which some drunk in the crowd kept calling the Come On Sarah.”

“Did you get the guy’s address?” Joey asked. “I want to send the fucker some flowers.”

Hackney laughed. Joey fixated on his pearly British chompers.

“The heckling didn’t dissuade him,” Hackney said. “He kept on, into a discussion of Ashtanga yoga, and the virtues of ten glasses of water a day, and the magic aphrodisiac qualities of yohimbine.” He looked to Joey. “I know I’m missing some things.”

“Genghis Khan died having sex,” she offered. “He was a brave warrior.”

“He had many wives,” Hackney said, “and practiced the downward dog, the chanting hyena, the oracular ostrich, the galloping goat.”

“You’re killing me over here,” Joey said. “Killing me softly.”

Hackney puffed. “The lectures really thinned the room. By the end of the set the band was playing to their shadows. I introduced myself after the show, and they couldn’t have cared less. They practically pushed me out of the way to get to their beers.”

Had there ever been a cuter man? Joey fixed a fuck-me-anytime smile on Hackney and looked deep into his eyes. This gaze, a little sleepy and full of dirty vibes, had worked extremely well in her days as a bartender, when closing time approached and she didn’t want to go home alone.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Of course.” She sat up straight, tapped a cigarette against the table. “Just a little tired.”

He looked polite, confused, suddenly boyish. Boyish in a big strong man drove her crazy.

“Thought you were going to pass out there.”

She smiled professionally, took a healthy, outdoorsy breath, and imagined that this meeting was, in fact, an interview for a job at Warners, that they hated Blood Orphans but thought Joey’s talents wasted. Sure, why not? That would work. Maybe she and Hackney could negotiate the position while she fucked that polite-British-boy confusion right off his face.

“The drummer,” Hackney said. “What’s his name?”

“Darlo Cox.”

“Good-looking kid. Strapping. His dad’s the porn king?”

Joey nodded and uncrossed her legs.

“David Cox. Dirty Darling Pictures of Van Nuys. He bankrolled the band. Before you guys.”

The phrase not for long passed over them like a flock of starving doves.

Hackney took a long drag and continued his impressive gangster slouch. He really had that charming throat-slitter thing down pat.

“Shame that he’s the best-looking,” he said. “That face is wasted behind those drums. Looks like Jim Morrison. Lovely hair.”

“He writes the lyrics,” Joey said. “Some of them are almost clever.”

“Personally,” Hackney said, “I think the lyrics are very funny.”

“So did a lot of people, before we were racists.”

Hackney tried to look sympathetic. “Really unfortunate press, that,” he said. “Unfair.”

When Joey first heard about the racism problem, she was cruising up Laurel Drive, on her way to Darlo’s in her just-bought, completely restored gold-with-blue-trim 1977 TR7. Steadman, their stateside A&R fair-weather man, called her up with an advance copy of Spin.

“It’s bad,” he’d said. “It’s really bad.”

She’d felt the blood leave her head, there in her new British steel, and pulled over to the side of the road.

“Racists?” she’d yelled, as the good times rolled into a ditch. “You can’t be serious!”

“Anyway,” he continued, “when Shane shut up and they played, they weren’t half bad.”

“You’re lying.”

“No, really. Kind of reminded me of Blink-182 meets Sabbath.”

“OK, come on,” she said. “Blink-182? That’s cruel.”

“They’ve sold millions of records.”

“Hmm.” She nodded. “Can’t argue with that.”

“Honestly,” he said, “they had their moments. And that poor bass player. His hands!”

Disgust and contempt for Bobby rolled in Joey’s gut. That weasel. Bobby was only in the band because his ex-girlfriend knew Adam and every other bass player in LA had been busy. Bobby was the fucking passenger.

“Eczema,” she said. “Don’t get me started.”

“He wasn’t faring so well up there.”

“He hides behind Adam’s guitar.”

“Yes,” Hackney said. “Brilliant boy, our Adam. Funny mustache, though.”

“I hate that Fu Manchu. He’s had it for as long as I’ve known him.” She lit a cigarette. “Anyway, Bobby.” She blew some smoke. “We’re going to fire Bobby, I think.”

She had to try something, and maybe Bobby was the problem. Maybe without Bobby they wouldn’t get dropped. Maybe it was that simple.

Sometimes she could really amuse herself.

They ordered drinks. The label was paying, Hackney said. Knock yourself out. So Joey drank her vodka tonic and, grasping at some shred of pride, quit the whole this-is-secretly-a-job-interview fantasy. She couldn’t go over to the dark side, live on the Death Star, suck off Vader for a hundred grand plus bonus. Expense account, paid vacations, 401(k): she didn’t need the creature comforts that came with being a vampire. All her life she had been about the music, the sheer love of it, the might and the majesty, and working for the label would be a repudiation of everything she’d ever stood for.

Pretending to have principles really made her heart race.

“Look,” Hackney said. “You know why I’m here.”

Joey’s throat tensed up. The slow trot to the guillotine was over.

“This isn’t easy for anyone,” Hackney said. “We wanted to make this work.” He cupped the cigarette in his hands, leaned forward, and put his elbows on the table. A lock of black, professionally greased hair fell forward like a salute to his cheekbones. The knot in his tie was way past Windsor. Joey’s eyes gravitated to his gold wedding band. She wondered what his wife looked like.

“What I want to know,” Joey said, “is why this didn’t happen sooner.”

“An attempt at return on investment, I think.”

“Right.” She nodded. “I guess our lawyer will be in touch … to tie up loose ends.”

Hackney cocked an eyebrow. “Loose ends?” He smiled. “There are none, Joey.”

She puffed and laughed, a nervous wreck. “Right. Just reading from the ‘got dropped’ script.”

She had always wanted to be the woman in the know, the mover, the shaker, the closer. That was her dream. Some people wanted to be doctors, astronauts, firemen. Joey wanted to be the manager of the biggest rock-and-roll band in the world, and she couldn’t even bluff her way into a lawyer’s due diligence.

Hackney lit another Players and drained his Limonata. Joey’s compromised left leg started to ache deep down in the workings of her thigh.

“I’m going to see this band tonight,” Hackney said. “The Soporifics.”

“Bad name.”

“If we sign them, the name’ll change.” He pocketed the matches. “They have this gorgeous singer. He’s a real tall glass of chocolate stout. A good swinging boogie of a group. You want to join me?”

She stared at his wedding band. “Maybe after the Blood Orphans show,” she said.

Hackney shook his head. Wind blew the leaves down.

“May I suggest,” he said, “that you spare yourself the pain?”

“I can’t,” she said. “Closure.”

Hackney sat back, looked a little deflated in his ultracool way. It pained her to resist his overture, but saying no was a nice way to create the illusion of self-respect. He stood up.

“All right, then,” he said, laying down a hundred euros. “Good luck, Joey.”

“Cheers, John.”

He lingered for a moment, looming over her, a big hunk of English granite. Then he reached into his jacket pocket, took out a leather-covered pad and a tiny pen, and wrote something down.

“Here,” he said, handing her a piece of paper. “Where I’m staying.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, acting nonchalant. “Oh, sure.”

She watched Hackney walk away. He grew thinner, as in comic books when someone disappears into a crowd, losing shape, abstracting into anonymity, until the body becomes a jagged vertical streak, a simple black line, the closing of a gatefold on a double album.

Joey, she thought. You fucking loser.

She stretched her feet — her left leg was tensing up for real now — and ran her hands through her outgrown faux hawk. A hundred euros and keep the change on a two-drink tab. It seemed a huge insult, the financial equivalent of a pity fuck, about which Joey knew a great deal. A car drove by, playing the Rolling Stones, songs about the truth between men and women, defining the narrow space between evasion and protection, mapping the porous DMZ between anger and vanity. Unlike all the other men in Joey’s life, Mick and Keith had never lied to her. She leaned in and listened for clues.
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HOW HE’D EVER GOTTEN STUCK with such a bunch of boring, cowardly, pretentious, panty-waisted faggots he would never understand.

Hadn’t his dad told him that the world was full of people like this? Had he not explicitly stated that everywhere you looked, morons were in your path, trying to gum up the system, trying to disrupt your flow?

Anger drove him now. Glory was still within his grasp. Glory was still possible, even if he had to carry them all on his back. Glory was a hot little bitch, waiting, hiding, coy.

Damn, it was cold in here.

So thought Darlo, lying in Morten’s apartment, hands on his balls.

Darlington Archibald Cox was born on August 12, 1981, in Encino. His father, David Cox, was an adult-film producer who had the supreme luck to be panning for porn gold just when a whitewater torrent called videotape came rushing down the river. Consequently, his company, Dirty Darling Pictures, spearheaded porn’s great migration from theater to living room, making Cox, whose real name was Samuel Forest, a fantastically rich man. Twenty years later he was the dark analogue to Hugh Hefner, the kind of guy who was invited to B-movie premieres, who gave vast sums of money to the Cato Institute under a fake name, who had five Rhodesian Ridgebacks and one small man named Frederico, whose job it was to clean up all the shit the dogs left on the white shag rugs that covered the living room floor of Cox’s Laurel Canyon mansion.

Darlo’s dad was not without a sense of humor. He’d produced numerous film series based on the happy marriage of fetish and farce; for those who liked to fuck outside, there was Garden Ho; for those who liked to watch men have sex with girls half their age, there was Poppycock; for those who had a yen for girls with glasses, there were seven volumes of Four Eyes. With flawless, sleazy precision, David Cox understood the turn-ons of lonely men in prefab, cookie-cutter apartments, and riches followed.

Where other kids grew up with a white noise of television commercials, sibling rivalry, and mundane parental chatter, Darlo roamed in a bandwidth of ecstasy both real and put-on — the giggles, the moans, the screams. You could turn any which way in the Cox house and find reminders of sex, in the form of toys, wrappers, the heavy sweet musk of it floating like a demon firefly. Rampant, boundary-free sexuality was an everyday fact of life, like garbage collection or grocery shopping.

His friends were always begging to come over, but what, Darlo thought, was the big deal about seeing a young woman walk down a hallway naked? What was so special about passing by an open door, on your way to pee in the middle of the night, and seeing a mass of bodies pounding against each other? What was so odd and unusual about your dad saying, “Show him your pussy, baby. Give Darlo here a little sneak preview of what’s in store for him. Give him a little smell of the heavenly body. Do it, baby. I said do it.”

Didn’t it all come and go, like the weather?

Darlo sat up and put on his clothes — a stained white T-shirt, old black leather pants, and muddy motorcycle boots. He walked over to the window, lit a cigarette, and looked at the posh, empty street.

“Amsterdam,” he said. “It ain’t Hollywood.”

The first thing to do once he was back in LA, freshly shaved and laid, was set the label straight. They were going to get the Darlo treatment, all right. Less money spent on turning the band into a post-punk Spinal Tap, a little more cultivating them as a serious outfit. Irony in the service of truth had been Joey’s line. Wasn’t it brilliant? Didn’t it have a certain brilliance? How could they not see the brilliance?

“Shortsighted motherfucking record company,” he grumbled, and went to brush his teeth. In the living room, his acrylic Wonder Woman crumpled in on herself, upside down, headfirst onto the floor.

Blood Orphans was his band and he had to take it back.

After dealing with the label, he would do the next logical thing: fire Joey. Joey used to know what she was doing, but Darlo had grown tired of her capitulation, her weak bargaining stances, her utter inability to stand firm in the face of bluff. No record label would drop seven figures on a band and then wash its hands as soon as the ink was dry. The band had two million dollars’ worth of leverage, yet Joey treated every interaction with Warners as a plea. She had been so sharp back when they were starting out, but once she got the direct deposit of her percentage, once she was in the big show and got an expensive office and started managing other bands, she couldn’t keep her sloe eyes on the prize.

He stumbled into the bathroom, felt a dryness in the back of his throat, and sighed. Just like that, the libido had its tenterhooks in him. In robotic fashion he pulled one off, feeling helpless but also feeling fine. Oh please God give me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.

“Fucking Joey,” he said to his reflection, reaching for some toilet paper.

In the beginning, Joey and Darlo had been an unstoppable force. They’d met at Spaceland, where Joey tended bar and Darlo played with his shitty band, Big Broom. They hit it off immediately. Joey was every boy’s rock-and-roll wet dream, a foul-mouthed fox who could snort coke like an aardvark and had mastered the aesthetics of street-punk chic, stomping her little self around in motorcycle boots, short skirts, and ripped wife beater, yet coming across like the black sheep in a royal family. Darlo was a smarmy, broad-chested Adonis-in-training who made Rod Stewart look insecure. They recognized in each other kindred spirits who had only one true desire: world dominance.

Joey had just started managing bands, but her acts, Dame Wicked and SaberTooth, were no good — “ironic” bands that wanted to make it as camp, which meant they calculated every one of their moves. To curse or not to curse, that is most definitely not the question. Joey had done everything she could with these bands: lobbied all the music journalists until they came to shows, bought them food and drink so they would write nice things, even purveyed drugs on the cheap so they could better glean the brilliance of Dame Wicked, an electroclash girl group without anyone hot enough to remember, and SaberTooth, who were after a Blue Cheer vibe but had too much of a preoccupation with hiding their faces while singing about cavemen abducted by aliens.

Big Broom and SaberTooth had shared many bills. Joey and Darlo had got to talking.

“Your bands suck,” Darlo told her, sipping whiskey on some forgettable night at Spaceland. “But you make the most of them. You pretend they’re the Beatles. And how the hell did you get that Peter Murphy opening slot at El Rey?”

“The way you get any good opening slot,” Joey said, chewing on peanuts. “Mediocrity. Openers can’t be embarrassing and they also can’t present the possibility of blowing you off the stage.” She slugged her Jameson. “Basically, we’ve peaked. What about you guys? How long are you going to keep banging your head against the door of No One Cares Incorporated?”

“Not long. And besides, I’m fucking the singer’s girlfriend.”

Joey laughed, poured them both a shot of Cuervo. “Let’s start a joke band,” she said. “Something campy, something ridiculous and cocksure and anything goes, Poison meets AC/DC meets Kiss in a darkened alleyway.”

“I’ll drink to that.”

They threw back their tequila, sucked on their limes, and stared each other down in a predatory way.

“So,” she said, wiping her mouth. “You have anyone in mind for this joke band of ours?”

Memories. Stardust. Innocence.

“Do you?”

Brushing his teeth in Morten’s bathroom with some nasty Dutch toothpaste — Fennel? Mint? Topsoil? — Darlo shook his head. Oh yeah, I know some people. I know a bass player with leprosy, and a singer who’s up a fucking tree about God, and a guitar player who shreds and writes slamming hooks but must be the most precious tear-jerked little bitch this side of Joan of Fucking Arc. Oh yeah, I’ve got a fucking crew.

“Idiot,” he told the reflection. “Shortsighted pussy-hound idiot.”

Darlo had approached Adam, who was playing in an obnoxious weep-rock band named Angel’s Sweat. They had a cello player, and sometimes Adam even whipped out the flute. Sometimes he also whipped out the mellotron, the Hammond B-3, and the oboe. That was the point. He could play anything.

At the time Adam was vegan, so Darlo suggested they meet at the Burger Master off Wilshire. Lunch and dinner had been free lately for Adam, as every New Age imprint was on to Angel’s Sweat. There’s always one doofus at every label, major or indie, who thinks 1973 was the high point of rock, who subsists on a musical diet of Hawkwind, Gentle Giant, and King Crimson, who thinks Yes are the Beatles and will go to the mat arguing that John McLaughlin is a better guitar player than Jimi Hendrix. For these losers, Angel’s Sweat was the only game in town and Adam was the new Robert Fripp.

Prog rockers, Darlo thought. Fuck.

Adam brought a pamphlet on veganism to the Burger Master. He wore purple crushed-velvet pants and a scarf and that Fu Manchu mustache. Darlo, standing in the parking lot, rolled his pretty brown eyes, shook his shaggy, shiny black mane, rubbed his full lips.

“Jesus,” he said. “Why don’t you color that ’tache into a fucking rainbow while you’re at it. Do you have any idea how bad you look?”

Adam went blank. “I —”

Darlo grabbed the vegan literature out of Adam’s hand and chucked it to the ground. “Trash,” he said. “This is Burger Master. Show some respect.”

Adam retrieved the pamphlet, astonished. “You don’t have to be so rude.”

Darlo took the pamphlet from Adam, looked at it, tried to be thoughtful. “I’m sorry. I’m not into all that shit is all.”

“Oh, no problem,” Adam said, and emitted a weak smile.

A capitulator, Darlo thought. Weak of conviction. Noted.

Over the course of a few nights of drinking in Darlo’s poolroom, the two of them wrote ten songs. That they were complete musical opposites was essential; they came up with radio-friendly riff rock with moments of prog flourish, the occasional unnecessary accents, the when-you-least-expect-it time change, five chord progressions instead of three — subtleties that would keep Adam amused, give the music journalists something to write about, and provide Joey with one more angle.
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