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  THANKS




  The Nazgûl would never have played at all were it not for Gardner R. Dozois, who asked me to write a story for an anthology he hoped to do, and thereby set some wheels to

  turning. And they would never have sounded as good had it not been for my trio of rock consultants, Lew Shiner of the Dinosaurs, Stephen W. Terrell of the Potato Salad Band, and Parris. To all of

  them, my thanks.
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  To the Beatles,




  

    

      to the Airplane and the Spoonful and the Dead,




      to Simon and Garfunkel, Joplin and Hendrix,




      to Buffalo Springfield and the Rolling Stones,




      to the Doors and the Byrds, the Mamas and the Papas,




      to Melanie, to Donovan, to Peter, Paul, and Mary,




      to the Who, and the Moody Blues, and Moby Grape,




      to Country Joe and the Fish, Paul Revere and the Raiders,




      to Bob Dylan and Phil Ochs and Joan Baez and Joni Mitchell




      to the Mothers of Invention and the Smothers Brothers,




      to the Hollies and the Association and the Beach Boys and even Herman and the Hermits,




      to Creedence Clearwater Revival,




      to lost innocence and bright, shining dreams,


    


  




  and, especially, to Parris:




  

    

      looking at you, I hear the music.


    


  




  
 




  THOSE WERE THE DAZE




  (with apologies to Norman Lear)




  

    

      

        Oh, the way that Hendrix played




        Everyone was getting laid




        Dope was of the highest grade




        Those were the days




        

          Always knew who you could trust


        




        Cruising in your micro-bus




        They were them and we were us




        Those were the days




        

          All the things we’re into then


        




        Tarot cards, I Ching, and Zen




        Mister, we could use a man like




        Timothy Leary again!




        

          Hardly needed any cash


        




        Everybody shared their stash




        Always had a place to crash




        Those were the days!
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  ONE




  Those were the days, my friend/


  We thought they’d never end




  It was not one of Sandy Blair’s all-time great days. His agent had picked up the lunch tab, to be sure, but that only partially made up for

  the way he’d gotten on Sandy’s case about the novel deadline. The subway was full of yahoos and it seemed to take forever to get him back to Brooklyn. The three-block walk to the

  brownstone he called home seemed longer and colder than usual. He felt in dire need of a beer by the time he got there. He pulled one from the fridge, opened it, and ascended wearily to his

  third-floor office to face the stack of blank paper he was supposedly turning into a book. Once again, the elves had failed to knock off any chapters in his absence; page thirty-seven was still in

  his typewriter. You just couldn’t get good elves anymore, Sandy thought morosely. He stared at the words with distaste, took a swig from the bottle in his hand, and looked around for a

  distraction.




  That was when he noticed the red light on his message machine, and found that Jared Patterson had phoned.




  Actually it had been Jared’s secretary who made the call, which Sandy found amusing; even after seven years, and everything that had happened, Patterson was still a bit nervous about him.

  ‘Jared Patterson would like Mister Blair to contact him as soon as possible, in connection with an assignment,’ said the pleasant professional voice. Sandy listened to her twice before

  erasing the tape. ‘Jared Patterson,’ he said to himself, bemused. The name evoked a hell of a lot of memories.




  Sandy knew that he really ought to ignore Patterson’s message. The sonofabitch deserved no more. That was hopeless, though; he was already too curious. He picked up the phone and dialed,

  mildly astonished to discover that he still remembered the number, after seven years. A secretary picked up. ‘Hedgehog,’ she said. ‘Mister Patterson’s

  office.’




  ‘This is Sander Blair,’ Sandy said. ‘Jared phoned me. Tell the poltroon that I’m returning his call.’




  ‘Yes, Mister Blair. Mister Patterson left instructions to put you through at once. Please hold.’




  A moment later, Patterson’s familiar mock-hearty voice was ringing in Sandy’s ear. ‘Sandy! It’s great to hear ya, really it is. Long time, old man. How’s it

  hanging?’




  ‘Cut the shit, Jared,’ Sandy said sharply. ‘You’re no happier to hear from me than I was to hear from you. What the hell you want? And keep it short, I’m a busy

  man.’




  Patterson chuckled. ‘Is that any way to talk to an old friend? Still no social graces, I see. All right, then, however you want it. I wantcha to do a story for Hedgehog, how’s

  that for straight?’




  ‘Go suck a lemon,’ Sandy said. ‘Why the hell should I write for you? You fired me, you asshole.’




  ‘Bitter, bitter,’ Jared chided. ‘That was seven years ago, Sandy. I hardly remember it now.’




  ‘That’s funny. I remember it real well. I’d lost it, you said. I was out of touch with what was happening, you said. I was too old to edit for the youth audience, you said. I

  was taking the Hog down the tubes, you said. Like shit. I was the one who made that paper, and you damn well know it.’




  ‘Never denied it,’ Jared Patterson said breezily. ‘But times changed, and you didn’t. If I’d kept you on, we’d have gone down with the Freep and the

  Barb and all the rest. All that counterculture stuff had to go. I mean, who needed it? All that politics, reviewers who hated the hot new trends in music, the drug stories . . . it just

  didn’t cut it, y’know?’ He sighed. ‘Look, I didn’t call to hash over ancient history. I was hoping you’d have more perspective by now. Hell, Sandy, firing you

  hurt me more than it did you.’




  ‘Oh, sure,’ Sandy said. ‘You sold out to a chain and got a nice cushy salaried job as publisher while you were firing three-quarters of your staff. You must be in such

  pain.’ He snorted. ‘Jared, you’re still an asshole. We built that paper together, as a communal sort of thing. It wasn’t yours to sell.’




  ‘Hey, communes were all well and good back when we were young, but you seem to forget that it was my money kept the whole show afloat.’




  ‘Your money and our talent.’




  ‘God, you haven’t changed a bit, have you?’ Jared said. ‘Well, think what you like, but our circulation is three times what it was when you were editor, and our ad

  revenues are out of sight. Hedgehog has class now. We get nominated for real journalism awards. Have you seen us lately?’




  ‘Sure,’ said Sandy. ‘Great stuff. Restaurant reviews. Profiles of movie stars. Suzanne Somers on the cover, for God’s sake. Consumer reports on video games. A dating

  service for lonely singles. What is it you call yourself now? The Newspaper of Alternative Lifestyles?’




  ‘We changed that, dropped the “alternative” part. It’s just Lifestyles now. Between the two H’s in the logo.’




  ‘Jesus,’ Sandy said. ‘Your music editor has green hair!’




  ‘He’s got a real deep understanding of pop music,’ Jared said defensively. ‘And stop shouting at me. You’re always shouting at me. I’m starting to regret

  calling you, y’know. Do you want to talk about this assignment or not?’




  ‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn. Why do you think I need your assignment?’




  ‘No one said you did. I’m not out of it, I know you’ve been doing well. How many novels have you published? Four?’




  ‘Three,’ Sandy corrected.




  ‘Hedgehog’s run reviews on every one of them too. You oughtta be grateful. Firing you was the best thing I could have done for you. You were always a better writer than you

  were an editor.’




  ‘Oh, thank you, massa, thank you. I’s ever so thankful. I owes it all to you.’




  ‘You could at least be civil,’ Jared said. ‘Look, you don’t need us and we don’t need you, but I thought it would be nice to work together again, just for old

  time’s sake. Admit it, it’d be a kick to have your byline in the old Hog again, wouldn’t it? And we pay better than we used to.’




  ‘I’m not hurting for money.’




  ‘Who said you were? I know all about you. Three novels and a brownstone and a sports car. What is it, a Porsche or something?’




  ‘A Mazda RX-7,’ Sandy said curtly.




  ‘Yeah, and you live with a Realtor, so don’t lecture me about selling out, Sandy old boy.’




  ‘What do you want, Jared?’ Sandy said, stung. ‘I’m getting tired of sparring.’




  ‘We’ve got a story that would be perfect for you. We want to play it up big, too, and I thought maybe you’d be interested. It’s a murder.’




  ‘What are you doing now, trying to turn the Hog into True Detective? Forget it, Jared, I don’t do crime shit.’




  ‘Jamie Lynch was the guy that got himself murdered.’




  The name of the victim brought Sandy up short, and a wisecrack died in his mouth. ‘The promoter?’




  ‘None other.’




  Sandy sat back, took a swig of beer, and mulled on that. Lynch had been out of the news for years, a has-been even before Sandy was fired from the Hog, but in his day he had been an

  important man in the rock subculture. It could be an interesting story. Lynch had always been surrounded by controversy. He’d worn two hats: promoter and manager. As a promoter, he’d

  organized some of the biggest tours and concerts of his day. He’d ensured their success by booking in the bands he controlled as manager, and by denying those bands to rival concerts. With

  hot talent like American Taco, the Fevre River Packet Company, and the Nazgûl under his thumb, he’d been a man to reckon with. At least up until 1971, when the disaster at West Mesa,

  the breakup of the Nazgûl, and a couple of drug busts started him on the long slide down. ‘What happened to him?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘It’s pretty kinky,’ Jared said. ‘Somebody busted into his place up in Maine, dragged him into his office, and offed him there. They tied him to his desk, and, like,

  sacrificed him. Cut his heart out. He had one after all. Remember the old jokes? Ah, never mind. Anyhow, the whole scene was kind of grotesque. Mansonesque, y’know? Well, that made me

  think of the series you did back around the time that Sharon Tate got offed, you know, that investigation of . . . what did you call it?’




  ‘The dark side of the counterculture,’ Sandy said dryly. ‘We won awards for that series, Jared.’




  ‘Yeah, right. I remembered it was good. So I thought of you. This is right up your alley. Real Sixties, y’know? What we’re thinking of is a long meaty piece, like those

  in-depth things you used to go for. We’ll use the murder as a news peg, see, and you could investigate it a bit, see maybe if you could kick up something the police miss, y’know, but

  mostly use it as a springboard for a sort of retrospective on Jamie Lynch and his promotions, all his groups and his concerts and his times and like that. Maybe you could look up some of the guys

  from his old groups, the Fevre River gang and the Nazgûl and all, interview ’em and work in some where-are-they-now kind of stuff. It would be sort of a nostalgia piece, I

  figure.’




  ‘Your readership thinks the Beatles were the band Paul McCartney was with before he got Wings,’ Sandy said. ‘They won’t even know who Jamie Lynch was, for

  Chrissakes.’




  ‘That’s where you’re wrong. We still have lots of our old readers. The kind of feature I see on this Lynch business will be real popular. Now, can you write it or

  not?’




  ‘Of course I can write it. The question is, why should I?’




  ‘We’ll pay expenses, and our top rate. That ain’t nothing to sneeze at, either. You won’t have to sell the paper on street-corners afterward. We’re beyond

  that.’




  ‘Terrific,’ Sandy said. He wanted to tell Jared to go get stuffed, but much as he hated to admit it, the assignment had a certain perverse attractiveness. It would be nice to

  be in the Hog again. The paper was his baby, after all; it had turned into a pretty wayward and superficial kid, but it was his, nonetheless, and still had a lingering hold on his loyalties.

  Besides, if he did this Lynch piece, it would help restore some of the old Hog quality, if only for an instant. If he passed, someone else would write the article, and it would be more

  trash. ‘I tell you what,’ Sandy said. ‘You guarantee me that I’ll get cover billing with this, and you put it in writing that the piece will be printed just the way I write

  it, not one word changed, no cuts, nothing, and maybe I’ll consider it.’




  ‘Sandy, you want it, you got it. I wouldn’t think of messing around with your stuff. Can you have the piece in by Tuesday?’




  Sandy laughed raucously. ‘Shit, no. In-depth, you said. I want as much time as I need on this. Maybe I’ll have it in within a month. Maybe not.’




  ‘The news peg will go stale,’ Jared whined.




  ‘So what? A short piece in your news section will do for now. If I’m going to do this, I’m going to do it right. Those are the conditions, take ’em or leave

  ’em.’




  ‘Anybody but you, I’d tell ’em to get shoved,’ Patterson replied. ‘But hell, why not? We go way back. You got it, Sandy.’




  ‘My agent will call and get everything in writing.’




  ‘Hey!’ Jared said. ‘After all we been through, you want things in writing? How many times did I bail you out of jail? How many times did we share a joint?’




  ‘Lots,’ Sandy said. ‘Only they were always my joints, as I recall. Jared, seven years ago, you gave me three hours’ notice and bus fare in lieu of severance pay.

  So this time we’ll get a written contract. My agent will call.’ He hung up before Patterson had a chance to argue, turned on the answering machine to catch any attempted call-backs, and

  leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head and a faintly bemused smile on his face. He wondered just what the hell he was getting himself into this time.




  Sharon wasn’t going to like this, he thought. His agent wasn’t going to like it, either. But he liked it, somehow. No doubt running off to Maine to muck around in a murder was

  a silly thing to do; the more rational side of Sandy Blair knew that, knew that his deadlines and mortgage obligations ought to come first, that he could hardly afford the time he’d have to

  expend on this for the relative pittance that Hedgehog would pay. Still, he’d been restless and moody lately, and he had to get away from that damned page thirty-seven for a while, and

  it had been entirely too long since he had done anything silly, anything spontaneous or new or even a tad adventurous. In the old days, he’d been just wild enough to drive Jared crazy. Sandy

  missed the old days. He remembered the time that he and Maggie had driven to Philly at two in the morning because he wanted a cheese steak. And the time Lark and Bambi and he had gone to Cuba to

  harvest sugarcane. And his attempt to join the French Foreign Legion, and Froggy’s search for the ultimate pizza, and the week they’d spent exploring the sewers. The marches, the

  rallies, the concerts, the rock stars and underground heroes and dopesters he knew, all the off-the-wall stories that had fattened his clipbook and broadened his horizons. He missed all that.

  He’d had good days and bad days, but it was all a lot more exciting than sitting in his office and rereading page thirty-seven over and over again.




  Sandy began to rummage through the lower drawers of his desk. Way in the back he kept souvenirs, things he had no earthly use for but couldn’t bear to throw away – handbills

  he’d written, snapshots he’d never gotten around to sticking in a photo album, his collection of old campaign buttons. Underneath it all, he found the box with his old business cards.

  He snapped off the rubber band and extracted a few.




  There were two different kinds. One, printed in deep black ink on crisp white cardboard, identified him as Sander Blair, accredited correspondent of the National Metropolitan News Network, Inc.

  It was legit too; that was the real name of the corporation that published Hedgehog, or at least it had been until Jared sold out to the chain. Sandy had come up with the corporate name

  himself, reasoning – quite accurately, as hindsight demonstrated – that there would be occasions when a reporter for the National Metropolitan News Network, Inc., would have a much

  easier time getting press credentials than a reporter for something called Hedgehog.




  The second card was oversized, with metallic silver ink on pale purple paper, depicting the paper’s namesake symbol picking his teeth and diapered in an American flag. In the upper left it

  said, ‘Sandy,’ and down under the cartoon, in slightly larger print, ‘I writes for da Hog.’ That one had its uses too. It could open doors and loosen tongues in

  situations where the straight card would be worse than useless.




  Sandy slid a dozen of each into his billfold. Then he picked up his beer bottle and strolled downstairs.




  When she got home at six, Sharon found him seated cross-legged on the living-room carpet, surrounded by road maps, old clipbooks of stories from the Hog’s heyday, and empty bottles

  of Michelob. She stood in the doorway in her beige business suit, with her briefcase in hand and her ash-blond hair rumpled by the wind, staring at him in astonishment from behind tinted glasses.

  ‘What’s all this?’ she asked.




  ‘A long story,’ Sandy replied. ‘Get yourself a beer and I’ll tell you.’




  Sharon looked at him dubiously, excused herself, went upstairs and changed into a pair of designer jeans and a loose cotton blouse, and returned with a glass of red wine in hand. She seated

  herself in one of the big armchairs. ‘Go ahead.’




  ‘Lunch was a bummer,’ Sandy said, ‘and the fucking elves didn’t write a word for me, but the ghost of hedgehogs past raised his corpulent head on my return.’ He

  told her the whole story. She listened with the same pleasant professional smile she wore when selling brownstones and condos, at least at the start. By the end, though, she was frowning.

  ‘You’re not kidding, are you?’ she said.




  ‘No,’ Sandy said. He’d been afraid of this.




  ‘I can’t believe this,’ Sharon said. ‘You’ve got a deadline, don’t you? Whatever Patterson is paying won’t make up for the novel. This is stupid, Sandy.

  You’ve been late on the last two books. Can you afford to be late again? And since when have you turned into a crime reporter? What’s the use of messing around in things you don’t

  understand? Do you know anything about murders?’




  ‘I’ve read half the Travis McGee series,’ Sandy said.




  Sharon made a disgusted noise. ‘Sandy! Be serious.’




  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘So I’m not a crime writer. So what? I know a lot about Jamie Lynch, and I know a lot about cults. This has all the earmarks of a Manson kind of

  thing. Maybe I can get a book out of it, a whole different kind of book, something like In Cold Blood. Consider it a growth experience. You’re real big on growth

  experiences.’




  ‘You’re not talking growth,’ Sharon snapped, ‘you’re talking regression. Hedgehog is giving you a license to be irresponsible, and you’re crazy for it.

  You want to drive up there and play Sam Spade and talk to has-been rock stars and old yippies and relive the Sixties for a month or so, at Patterson’s expense. You’ll probably try to

  prove that Richard Nixon did it.’




  ‘LBJ was my guess,’ Sandy said.




  ‘He’s got an alibi. He’s dead.’




  ‘Aw, shit,’ Sandy said, with his most engaging grin.




  ‘Stop trying to be so damned cute,’ Sharon snapped. ‘It isn’t going to get you anywhere. Grow up, Sandy. This isn’t a game. This is your life.’




  ‘Then where’s Ralph Edwards?’ he asked. He closed his clipbook and put it aside. ‘You’re really upset about this, aren’t you?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes,’ Sharon said curtly. ‘It’s not a joke, no matter what you think.’




  She had finally worn him down; annoyance was contagious. But he decided to give it one last chance. ‘I won’t be gone too long,’ he said. ‘And Maine can be lovely this

  time of year, with autumn just beginning. Come with me. Make it a vacation. We need to spend more time together, and if you came along, maybe you’d understand my side of it a little

  better.’




  ‘Sure,’ she said, her voice acid with sarcasm. ‘I’ll just phone up Don at the agency and tell him I’m taking off for, oh, who knows how long, and he should cover

  for me. Fat chance. I have a career to think about, Sandy. Maybe you don’t care, but I do.’




  ‘I care,’ he said, wounded.




  ‘Besides,’ Sharon added sweetly, ‘it would be a bit awkward having me along if you decided to screw around, wouldn’t it?’




  ‘Damn it, who said I wanted to . . .’




  ‘You don’t have to say it. I know you. Go ahead, it doesn’t bother me. We’re not married, we’ve got an open relationship. Just don’t bring anything home with

  you.’




  Sandy stood up, fuming. ‘You know, Sharon, I love you, but I swear, sometimes you piss the hell out of me. This is a story. An assignment. I’m a writer and I’m going to write

  about the murder of Jamie Lynch. That’s all. Don’t get bent all out of shape.’




  ‘You use such quaint nostalgic expressions,’ Sharon said. ‘I haven’t gotten bent out of shape since college, dear.’ She rose. ‘And I’ve enjoyed about as

  much of this as I can stand. I’m going to my study to work.’




  ‘I’m leaving first thing tomorrow morning,’ Sandy said. ‘I was thinking maybe we’d go out for dinner.’




  ‘I’ve got work,’ Sharon said, walking to the stairs.




  ‘But I don’t know how long this will take. I might be gone . . . ’




  She turned and looked at him. ‘It had better not be too long, or I might forget all about you and change the locks.’




  Sandy watched her back as she climbed, frustration building within him with every click of heel against wood. When he heard her enter her study, he stalked into the kitchen, grabbed another

  beer, and tried to return to the preparations for the trip, but it took only a moment to realize he was too mad to concentrate. What he needed was music, he thought. He took a sip of beer, and

  smiled. Some rock.




  Their record collection filled two tall cabinets on either side of the speakers, huge old JVC 100s that had given Sandy years of faithful service. Sharon’s cabinet was packed with blues,

  Broadway show tunes, and even disco, to Sandy’s never-ending dismay. ‘I like to dance,’ Sharon would say whenever he got on her about it. Sandy’s records were all folk and

  vintage rock. He couldn’t abide what had happened to music in the past ten years, and the only albums he bought these days were reissues he needed to replace old favorites worn out by

  play.




  Sandy wasted no time selecting music to suit his mood. There was only one possible choice.




  There were five albums, filed between the Mothers of Invention and the New Riders of the Purple Sage. He pulled them out and sorted through them. The jackets were as familiar as the features of

  an old friend, and so too were the titles. The first, Hot Wind out of Mordor, had a kind of Tolkienesque cover, hobbits cringing in the pastel underbrush while volcanoes belched red fire in

  the distance and the dark riders wheeled above on their scaly winged steeds. Nazgûl offered a surreal landscape of red sun and scarlet mist, twisted mountains, and shapes half-living

  and half-machine, all vivid, fevered, hot. The big double album was shiny black, front, back, and within, without lettering, empty but for four tiny sets of hot red eyes peering from the lower

  left-hand corner. There was no title. It had been called the Black Album, in deliberate parody of the Beatles’ White Album. Napalm, which followed, showed children in some jungle,

  crouching, burning, screaming, while oddly distorted jets streaked overhead and vomited fire down on them. It wasn’t until you looked closely that you realized the scene was a restatement of

  the cover for Hot Wind out of Mordor, even as the songs within were answers to the group’s earlier, more innocent compositions . . . though they had never been entirely innocent.




  Sandy looked at each album in turn, and replaced them in the cabinet, until he held only the fifth album, the last one, cut only weeks before West Mesa.




  The jacket was dark and threatening, done in dim shades of black and gray and violet. It was a concert photograph, retouched to remove the audience, the hall, the props, everything. Only the

  band remained, the four of them standing on some endless empty plain, darkness hulking before them and below them and pressing in, the shadows slimy and acrawl with suggestive, nightmarish shapes.

  Behind them a vast, glowering purple sun etched their figures in relief and threw long shadows black as sin and sharp as the cutting edge of a knife.




  They stood as they’d always stood when playing. In the back, among the drums done up in swirling patterns of black and red, Gopher John sat scowling. He was a big man, moon-faced, his

  features all but lost in his thick black beard. In his huge hands the sticks looked like toothpicks, yet he seemed to crouch, for all his size, to hunker down among those drums like some great

  fierce beast surprised in its lair. In front of Gopher John’s dark nest stood Maggio and Faxon, flanking the drums on either side. Maggio hugged his guitar to his bare, scrawny chest. He was

  sneering, and his long dark hair and droopy mustache were moving in some unseen wind, and his nipples looked vivid and red. Faxon wore a white fringe jacket and a thin smile as he plucked at his

  electric bass. He was clean-shaven, with long blond braids and green eyes, but you would never guess his brilliance by looking at him.




  And up in front stood Hobbins, legs spread, head thrown back so his waist-long white hair cascaded down behind him, eyes blazing scarlet, one hand clutching a microphone and the other clawing

  the air. He wore a black denim suit with buttons made of bone, and on his crotch was sewn an American flag with the Eye of Mordor where the stars ought to have been. He looked like something

  supernatural, slight and small yet possessed of a vitality that shrieked at the darkness and held it at bay.




  Against the great purple sun was a single word, in spiky black lettering, that looked like a lightning bolt mated to a snake. Nazgûl, it said. And down below, very faint, gray

  against the blackness, it whispered Music to Wake the Dead.




  Sandy slid the album out of the jacket cover and placed it carefully on his turntable, set it in motion, and turned up the amp all the way. Tonight he wanted it loud, the way it had been when he

  first heard it, back in ’71, the way the Nazgûl meant it to be played. If that bothered Sharon, upstairs shuffling her papers, that was her tough luck.




  For a moment there was only silence, then a faint noise growing louder, something that sounded like a teakettle whistling, or maybe a missile coming down. It rose until it was a shrill scream

  that went knifing through your brain, and then came the heavy sound of drums as Gopher John laid down the backbeat, and then the guitars cut in, and finally there was Hobbins, laying full-force

  into ‘Blood on the Sheets.’ The opening lyric gave Sandy a strange small shudder. Baby, you cut my heart out, the Nazgûl sang, Baby, you made me bleeeeed!




  He closed his eyes and listened, and it was almost as if a decade had gone away, as if West Mesa had never happened, as if Nixon was still in the White House and Vietnam still raged and the

  Movement still lived. But somehow, even in that tattered past, one thing remained the same, and in the darkness, lit by the songs of the Nazgûl, it was etched clearer than ever.




  Jamie Lynch was dead. They had, indeed, cut his heart out.




  
 





  TWO




  I see a bad moon a-rising/


  I see trouble on the way




  Sheriff Edwin Theodore was called ‘Notch’ by all and sundry in his jurisdiction, for reasons that were not readily apparent to Sandy

  Blair. Notch was a small, gaunt man with terrific posture, a narrow pinched face, rimless glasses, and iron-gray hair that he combed straight back. He looked as if he ought to have been holding a

  pitchfork and staring out of a painting. Sandy took one look at Notch and decided to call him Sheriff Theodore.




  The sheriff fingered Sandy’s crisp, white, officious business card while looking dubiously at Sandy himself. For a moment, beneath Theodore’s pale watery scrutiny, Sandy felt like it

  was 1969 again and he had hair down to his ass and a stainless-steel peace medallion on a leather thong around his neck. It was an effort to remember that, scruffy as he was, he didn’t look

  much worse than any other reporter. Maybe he was wearing jeans, but at least they were expensive jeans, and his brown cord jacket ought to be acceptable enough, even if it was a bit on the

  old side. He ran a self-conscious hand through his mop of thick black hair and felt briefly thankful that he had long since given up wearing his beard.




  Theodore handed back his card. ‘Never heard of no National Metropolitan News Network,’ he said brusquely. ‘What channel is that?’




  ‘Not television,’ Sandy said, deciding that he’d better play it straight. ‘We publish a national music and entertainment tabloid out of New York. With Lynch’s rock

  connections, the story is a natural for us.’




  Sheriff Theodore replied with a small, parsimonious grunt. ‘Press conference was two days ago,’ he said. ‘You missed it. Most of the other newspaper boys come and gone by now.

  Ain’t nothing new.’




  Sandy shrugged. ‘I’ll be working a feature slant,’ he said. ‘I’d like to interview you about the case, talk over whatever theories you’re working on, and

  maybe go out and take a look at Lynch’s house, where it happened. Do you have any leads?’




  Theodore ignored the question. ‘Did my talking at the press conference. Got nothing else to say. Ain’t got time to be repeating myself for every fool reporter comes up here

  late.’ He looked around the office with a disgruntled expression on his face and beckoned to one of his deputies. ‘I’ll have one of my men run you out to Lynch’s place and

  answer your questions, but I can’t spare him more than an hour, so you get what you want quickly, Mister Blair, or the National Metropolitan News Network is going to be shit out of luck. You

  understand that?’




  ‘Uh, sure,’ Sandy said, but Theodore hadn’t waited for an answer. A bare few minutes later, he was packed into one of the sheriff’s cars, heading out of town in the

  company of a gangling, horsefaced deputy named David (‘Call me Davie’) Parker. Parker was about Sandy’s age, though his receding brown hair made him look older. He had an amiable

  smile and a clumsy way of moving.




  ‘How long will it take us to get to the house?’ Sandy asked as they pulled out from the curb.




  ‘Depends on how fast we go,’ Parker replied. ‘It isn’t far as the crow flies, but it’s all back roads. Takes a while.’




  ‘I’m only supposed to have you for an hour.’




  Parker laughed. ‘Oh, that. Don’t worry about it. I’m coming off shift and I got nothing better to do, so I might as well run you out to Lynch’s. Notch is just out of

  sorts with reporters. Two of them spelled his name wrong after the press conference.’




  ‘It is Theodore?’ Sandy said, checking his notes.




  ‘Yeah. But it’s Edwin, not Edward.’




  Sandy was double-checking that when the deputy said, ‘Speaking of names, you’re Sandy Blair, right? The writer?’




  ‘Uh, yeah.’




  ‘I’ve read your books. Two of them, anyway.’




  ‘Which two?’ Sandy said, astonished.




  ‘Open Wounds and Copping Out,’ Parker said. ‘You sound surprised.’




  ‘I am.’




  Parker gave him a shrewd sidelong glance. ‘Cops do read, you know. Well, some cops. And this isn’t the wilderness you New Yorkers think it is. We get movies up here, books,

  newspapers, even rock and roll.’




  ‘I didn’t . . .’ Sandy began, then thought better of it. ‘What did you think of the novels?’ he asked.




  ‘Open Wounds was too depressing for my taste,’ Parker said. ‘You write pretty well, I’ll give you that. Didn’t like the ending of Copping

  Out.’




  ‘Why not?’ Sandy said, a bit bemused at the idea of chewing over the merits of his first novel with a deputy in the Maine woods en route to a murder site.




  ‘Because your hero is an asshole. What’s the point? He’s finally gotten a decent job, he’s making some money, being responsible for the first time in his life, and he

  chucks it all. For what? Even he doesn’t know. If I remember right, it ends with him walking down a street, wondering where it leads. It doesn’t even bother him that he’s out of

  work, that he’s let down everybody who was counting on him.’




  ‘But that’s the point,’ Sandy said. ‘It doesn’t bother him. It’s a happy ending. He’s free. Finally. He’s stopped selling out.’




  ‘Wonder how long that lasted,’ Parker said.




  ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘When did you write that book?’




  ‘I started it back around ’69 or so, but I didn’t get around to finishing it until I left the Hog seven years ago.’




  ‘Well,’ said Parker, ‘all this bopping around being free was fine back then, but I’d be curious to know how it’s lasted. How’s your guy like poverty after a

  decade of it? Where does he crash these days? Bet you he don’t get laid as often now as he did in your book. I’d like to see this jerk in the Eighties, friend. I’d lay odds

  he’s selling out again.’




  ‘Touché,’ Sandy said glumly. ‘All right, the novel’s a bit naïve. What can I say? It was a reflection of its time and social context. You had to be

  there.’




  Parker glanced at him. ‘I’m about your age.’




  ‘Maybe it depended on which side of the barricades you were on.’




  ‘I wasn’t on either side. I was over in ’Nam, getting shot at while you and your characters were getting stoned and getting laid.’ The deputy was still smiling, but there

  was a faint bitter edge to his voice that Sandy found unnerving.




  ‘You weren’t there on account of me, friend,’ Sandy said. The subject made him uncomfortable; he changed it. ‘Let’s talk about this Lynch business. Who did

  it?’




  Parker had a warm laugh. ‘You come right to the point. Hell, we don’t know who did it.’




  They had turned off the main road some time back and were winding their way through a thick stand of woods, all orange and rust in the late afternoon light, on a narrow dirt track. The car was

  riding roughly, but Sandy spread his notebook on his knee and stared down at some of his questions. ‘You think the killer was local?’ he asked.




  Parker spun the car deftly around a sharp turn. ‘It’s doubtful. Lynch kept to himself pretty much. This damned road ought to tell you that much. He liked his privacy, I guess. Oh, I

  suppose there was some friction between Lynch and those who had dealings with him. I mean, he didn’t exactly blend in. But nobody had any reason to go kill him, much less do it . . .

  well, the way it was done.’




  ‘Cut his heart out, you mean?’ Sandy said, making a note. The motion of the car turned his handwriting into a scrawl.




  Parker nodded. ‘This is Maine. That’s a New York kind of thing to do. Or maybe California,’ he added thoughtfully.




  ‘Did they find it?’




  ‘The murder weapon?’




  ‘The heart.’




  ‘No. Neither one.’




  ‘All right,’ Sandy said. ‘So it wasn’t local. Any suspects, then? You must be investigating someone.’




  ‘Well, we’re playing with a couple of theories. Nothing really seems to fit, though. We thought maybe robbery at first. Lynch might have been washed up in the music business, but he

  was still rich as hell. Except there’s no evidence that anything was taken.’




  ‘You’re forgetting the heart,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Parker, noncommittally. ‘The other thing we’re thinking is that maybe drugs were involved somehow. Lynch had a couple of convictions, you know.’




  Sandy nodded. ‘He supplied hash and coke to his groups. That’s well known. Does it tie in?’




  ‘Oh, maybe. Rumors were that Lynch had lots of wild parties. Rumors were he kept drugs on hand. We didn’t find any. Maybe somebody killed him for his stash.’




  Sandy wrote that down. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘What else?’




  The deputy shrugged. ‘There’s some other funny things about this murder.’




  ‘Tell me.’




  ‘I’ll do better than that. I’ll show you. We’re there.’ They swung around another curve and over the crest of a hill, and suddenly there was Jamie Lynch’s

  house ahead of them. Parker pulled the car to a halt on the gravel of the circular driveway, and Sandy climbed out. Surrounded by woods on all sides, the house sprawled comfortably amid the riot of

  autumn foliage. It was a modern, tasteful place, built of red-gray stone and natural wood, with a red flagstone patio to one side and a large outdoor deck above it. A dozen steps of unfinished wood

  led from the base of the drive to the front door. All the windows were tightly shuttered. A large tree was growing through the roof.




  ‘There’s a little creek runs through the living room too,’ Parker volunteered. ‘This place is even more impressive at night. Lights up all around here.’




  ‘Can we go inside?’




  Parker extracted a set of keys from his jacket. ‘That’s why we’re here.’




  They went in the front door. The interior was wood-paneled and deeply carpeted. Each room was on a slightly different level, so they went up and down small three-step staircases constantly and

  it was hard for Sandy to decide how many floors he was dealing with. Parker gave Sandy a quick tour. There were skylights, stained-glass windows, and – as advertised – a creek running

  through the living room, around the trunk of the old tree. The kitchen was modern and clean. The four bedrooms had water beds, mirrored ceilings, and fireplaces. And the sound system was

  incredible.




  Lynch had an entire wall of records, and speakers mounted in every room. It could all be operated from the living room, the master bedroom, or Lynch’s office, Parker said. He showed Sandy

  the nerve center, hidden behind a sliding wooden panel in the vast living room. It looked like the bridge of the starship Enterprise. The main speakers were taller than Parker and

  wafer-thin. ‘You could have played at Woodstock with an amp like this,’ Sandy said in astonishment. ‘This is concert-level stuff.’




  ‘It’s loud,’ Parker agreed. ‘That’s a factor in the case.’




  Sandy rounded on him. ‘How so?’




  ‘I’ll get to that,’ the deputy said. ‘First, let me go through this with you. C’mon.’ They went back to the entryway. Parker opened another sliding wall panel

  to reveal more lights and switches. ‘Security system,’ he said. ‘Lynch had alarms on alarms. Paranoid fellow. You’d think somebody was out to kill him. The alarms were never

  tripped. No one broke in. Death came walking right up to the front door.’




  ‘Meaning he knew the killer?’




  ‘So we think. Either that or it was the Fuller Brush man.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘Well, we construct it this way. The killer or killers drove up open as you please, got out, came up the front steps. Lynch met them and let them in. The lock wasn’t forced or

  anything. They went into the living room. That’s where the argument began. We found evidence of a struggle, and we think Lynch was overcome quickly and dragged back to his office, unconscious

  or unresisting, maybe dead. But we don’t think so. The living-room carpet shows drag marks. You haven’t seen the office yet. Come with me.’




  Sandy followed him dutifully back through the living room. This time Parker pointed out the marks in the carpet before he took out the keys again and unlocked the office door.




  Jamie Lynch’s workspace was an interior room, three times as long as it was wide, with a slanting skylight overhead but no windows. The only furniture was a big horseshoe-shaped mahogany

  desk, a chair, and twenty black filing cabinets that looked very stark against the deep milk-white carpeting. One long wall was covered floor to ceiling with mirror tiles, inlaid with decorative

  swirls, to make the office seem larger than it was. All the other wall space was taken up by posters and photographs; glossies of Lynch clients famous and infamous, pictures of Jamie and various

  celebrities, concert posters, political handbills, album cover blow-ups, commercial posters. Sandy looked them over with a faint pang of nostalgia. There was Che and there was Joplin,

  cheek-to-jowl. Nixon was selling used cars next to the infamous pornographic American Taco poster that had gotten a concert cancelled and almost caused a riot. The far north wall, behind the desk,

  was taken up entirely with old Fillmore posters. ‘Quite a collection,’ Sandy commented.




  Parker sat on the edge of the desk. ‘This is where they killed him.’




  Sandy turned away from the posters. ‘On the desk?’




  The deputy nodded. ‘They had rope. They bound him to the desk top, spread-eagle, one loop around each limb.’ He pointed. ‘See the bloodstains on the carpet.’




  There was a large ragged stain by one of the legs and a couple of smaller ones around it. Against the white carpet they were painfully obvious, now that Parker had pointed them out. ‘Not

  much blood,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Ah,’ said Parker, smiling. ‘Interesting point. There was a lot of blood, actually, but our killer was fastidious. He pulled down one of the posters and spread it across the

  desk under the victim, so the wood wasn’t ruined. You can see where it’s missing.’ He nodded.




  Sandy turned and looked, and finally noticed the blank spot among the posters, high on the east wall, about ten feet from where they stood. He frowned, bothered, yet unable for the moment to say

  why. ‘Weird,’ he said, turning back to Parker. ‘How was Lynch found?’




  ‘The music was too loud.’




  Sandy took out his notebook. ‘Music?’




  Parker nodded. ‘Maybe Lynch was playing a record when death arrived. Maybe whoever did this put one on to cover up the sound of Lynch screaming. Either way, there was this album playing.

  Over and over, endlessly. And it was playing loud. You said it yourself, this isn’t exactly your run-of-the-mill home hi-fi. It was three in the morning and we got a noise complaint from

  Lynch’s nearest neighbor, a half-mile down the road.’




  ‘That loud?’ Sandy said, impressed.




  ‘That loud. It was stupid, too. Our man probably only missed the killer by a minute or two on that dirt road. It doesn’t add up. Whoever did this, they were real careful otherwise.

  No prints, no murder weapon, no heart, very little physical evidence, no witnesses. We got a tire track, but it’s too common, useless. So why crank up the stereo like that? If they wanted to

  hide Lynch’s screaming, why not turn it off after he was dead?’




  Sandy shrugged. ‘You tell me.’




  ‘I can’t,’ the deputy admitted. ‘But I’ve got an idea. I think it was some kind of hippie cult thing.’




  Sandy stared at him and laughed uncertainly. ‘Hippie cults?’




  Parker was looking at him shrewdly. ‘Blair, you don’t think every reporter who comes nosing around gets this kind of grand tour, do you? I’m giving you all this because I

  figure maybe you can give me something in return. You know things that I don’t. I know that. So talk.’




  Sandy was flabbergasted. ‘I’ve got nothing to say.’




  Parker chewed on his lower lip. ‘I want to give you something off the record. Can you keep this out of your story?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Sandy said. ‘I’m not sure I want to take any off-the-record information. Why is this so secret?’




  ‘Since the news of Lynch’s death appeared in the papers, we’ve already had three clowns call up to confess. We’ll have more. We know the confessions are fake because none

  of them can answer a few key questions we ask them. I want to give you one of those questions, and the answer.’




  ‘All right,’ Sandy said, curious.




  ‘We ask them what was playing on the stereo. The answer—’




  ‘My God,’ Sandy said, interrupting. ‘The Nazgûl, right?’ He blurted it out without thinking. Suddenly, somehow, he knew that it had to be.




  Deputy Davie Parker was staring at him, a very strange look on his long horseface. His eyes seemed to harden just the smallest bit. ‘That’s real interesting,’ he said.

  ‘Suppose you tell me how you happened to know that, Blair.’




  ‘I just . . . I just knew it, the minute you started to say it. It had to be. Lynch was their manager. The album . . . I’ll bet anything it was Music to Wake the Dead,

  right?’




  Parker nodded.




  ‘Listen to the first track on that. There’s a lyric about cutting someone’s heart out. It seemed so . . . I dunno, so . . . ’




  ‘Appropriate,’ Parker said. He wore a small, suspicious frown. ‘I listened to the record, and I noticed that lyric too. It got me thinking. Manson and his bunch, they were

  involved with some album too, weren’t they?’




  ‘The Beatles’ White Album. Manson thought the music was talking to him, telling him what to do.’




  ‘Yeah. I knew a bit about that. Went and got a few books down at the local library. But you know a lot more, Blair. That’s why I thought maybe you could be of help. What about it?

  Could this be another Manson thing?’




  Sandy shrugged. ‘Manson’s in prison. Some of the family are still out there, but mostly in California. Why come to Maine to off Jamie Lynch?’




  ‘What about other nut cults? Like Manson, only different?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Sandy admitted. ‘I’ve been out of touch with that lunatic fringe for a long time, so I can’t really say what might be going down. But the

  Nazgûl . . . it would have to be someone our age, I’d guess, to get their obsessions from the Nazgûl. They’re a Sixties group, broken up for more’n a decade now.

  Music to Wake the Dead was their last album. They haven’t played or cut a track since West Mesa.’




  Parker’s eyes narrowed. ‘That’s another real interesting thing you just said, friend. Keep going. What’s West Mesa?’




  ‘You’re kidding,’ Sandy said. Parker shook his head. ‘Hell,’ said Sandy, ‘West Mesa is famous. Or infamous. You never saw the TV coverage? They even made a

  documentary.’




  ‘The reception was real bad in the DMZ,’ Parker said.




  ‘You ain’t no rock fan, I know that much. West Mesa was a rock concert, one of three everybody’s heard of. Woodstock was dawn and Altamont was dusk and West Mesa was pure,

  black, nightmarish midnight. Sixty thousand people outside of Albuquerque, September 1971. Small as these things go. The Nazgûl were the headliners. In the middle of their set, somebody with

  a high-powered rifle blew the skull off their lead singer, Patrick Henry Hobbins. Eight more people died in the panic that followed, but there was no more shooting, just that one bullet. They never

  caught the killer. He vanished in the night. And the Nazgûl never played again. Music to Wake the Dead was already recorded, and they released the album about three weeks after West

  Mesa. Needless to say, it made a whole shitpot of money. Lynch and the record company put a lot of pressure on the three surviving Nazgûl to follow up with a memorial album for Hobbins, or

  replace him and keep the group together, but it never happened. Without Hobbins, there was no Nazgûl. West Mesa ended them, and it was the beginning of the end for Jamie Lynch, too.

  He’d promoted that concert, after all.’




  ‘Interesting,’ Parker said. ‘So we have two unsolved murders.’




  ‘What, thirteen years apart?’ Sandy objected. ‘It can’t be connected.’




  ‘No? Let me tell you about the poster, Blair.’




  Sandy stared blankly.




  ‘Our fastidious killer pulled a poster from the wall, remember, and used it to cover the desk. Lynch was killed on top of it. It was pretty messed up, but after we cleaned it some we could

  make out what it was. It was kind of a moody lithograph of a desert landscape at sunset. Above the sun were four dark figures riding some kind of flying lizard things, like dragons or something,

  only uglier. At the bottom it said—’




  ‘I know what it said,’ Sandy interrupted. ‘Jesus H. Christ. It said Nazgûl and West Mesa, right? The concert poster. But you can’t . . . it has to be

  a coincidence . . . ’ But as he said it, Sandy turned, and realized what had been bothering him before, when Parker had pointed out the blank space on the office wall. He whirled back.

  ‘It’s not a coincidence,’ he blurted. ‘Whoever killed Lynch could have used any of the dozen posters that were right behind the desk, in arm’s reach. Instead they

  walked all the way down there and climbed up on something to pull down the West Mesa poster.’




  ‘For an old hippie, you’re not so dumb,’ Parker observed.




  ‘But why? What does it mean?’




  The deputy got up from the edge of the desk and sighed. ‘I was sort of hoping you’d tell me that, Blair. I had this fond idea that when I told you about the poster and the album

  you’d suddenly light up and clue me in on some secret cult that worships these guys and goes around murdering people in time to their music. It would have made my life one hell of a lot

  simpler, believe me. No such thing, huh?’




  ‘Not that I know of,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Well, I guess we go to the horse’s mouth, then. We’ll bring in these three musicians and have them questioned.’




  ‘No,’ Sandy said. ‘I’ve got a better idea. Let me do it.’




  Parker frowned.




  ‘I’m serious,’ Sandy said. ‘It’s part of my story, anyway. I have to interview people who knew Lynch, work up a sort of retrospective on him and his times. It would

  be logical to start with the Nazgûl. If any kind of cult has sprung up around them or their music, they ought to know about it, right? I could let you know.’




  ‘Are you trained in techniques of interrogation?’ Parker said.




  ‘Interrogation my ass,’ Sandy said. ‘I’m me and you’re you, and I’ll get more out of the Nazgûl than you could. We used to have a saying in the old

  days. Da Hog knows things the pigs don’t.’




  The deputy grinned. ‘You may have a point there. I don’t know. I’ll have to talk to Notch about it. Maybe. This Nazgûl connection is kind of a long shot anyway, and

  we’ve got a hell of a lot of other leads to follow up, people to question. We’re going through all his correspondence and files. A lot of people didn’t like him much. Notch will

  probably go along if I say he should. Can I trust you to keep in touch?’




  Sandy raised his hand, palm open. ‘Scout’s honor.’




  ‘Somehow you don’t look much like a scout,’ Parker observed.




  Smiling, Sandy kept his hand up but lowered three fingers and split the two remaining into the familiar V. ‘Peace, then?’




  Parker nodded. ‘I’ll see what I can do. You sure you can take care of yourself? I have a bad feeling about this. One of your musicians could very well be the killer. Or all three of

  them. Lynch had five inches and forty pounds on you, and they cut his heart out with a knife.’




  ‘I’m not going to do anything dumb,’ Sandy said. ‘Besides, I’ve interviewed these guys before. Once in 1969, again in 1971. They aren’t killers. If anything,

  they seem to be the victims in this little scene, don’t they? First Hobbins, now Lynch.’




  ‘Maybe somebody doesn’t like their music.’




  Sandy gave a derisive snort. ‘Their music was just fine, deputy. You ought to listen to that album for something besides clues. It’s powerful stuff. Listen to Maggio’s guitar

  riffs in “Ash Man,” and to Gopher John’s drumming. And the lyrics. Hell. The second side especially; it’s all one long piece, and it’s a classic, even if it is

  too damned long for most radio stations to play intact. There was nobody quite like the Nazgûl, before or after. They were so good they scared people. Sometimes I think that was the motive

  behind West Mesa, that it was Hoover or the fucking CIA or someone like that, scared shitless because Hobbins’ singing and his goddamned charisma were turning people on to the message in the

  music. More than a band died when that shot was fired. It killed an idea, crippled a movement.’




  ‘Myself, I like Johnny Cash,’ Parker said laconically. ‘Come on, I’ll take you back to town, and we’ll talk to Notch before I have second thoughts about letting you

  loose on this thing.’




  Sandy smiled. ‘You realize, Davie, that your second thoughts don’t matter much? We do have a first amendment still, and I can go ask questions of the Nazgûl whether Notch likes

  it or not.’




  ‘Don’t tell Notch,’ Parker replied.




  They turned out the lights behind them as they went back to the car. Sandy paused for a moment in the darkened living room. Night had fallen, and he could see the dim circle of the moon through

  the skylights, its pale light cut into a half-dozen different colors by the stained glass. Seeing the room in that strange light, Sandy felt a pang of nervous fear. For a brief second the slow

  liquid gurgle of the creek sounded like blood might sound gurgling from a dying man’s mouth, and the sound of leaves scratching across the skylight became the sound of fingernails scrabbling

  at a wooden desktop in agony. But it lasted only an instant; then the noises were mere noises again, the ordinary night sounds of leaf and stream, and Sandy told himself he was being foolish.




  Outside, Parker had started the car, and the headlights glared at him as he stumbled down the stairs. If he tried, it would be all too easy to hear the sound of music coming faintly from the

  dark, empty house behind him; to hear the distant thunder of drums, and the forlorn wail of guitars and voice, and snatches of song from the lips of a man long dead.




  Sandy did not try.




  
 





  THREE




  It’s not often easy, and not often kind/


  Did you ever have to make up your mind?




  Sandy found a room for the night in a motel on the outskirts of Bangor. It was cheaper and dingier than he would have liked – with Jared

  Patterson footing the bills, he was determined to go first class – but the conversation with Notch had been longer and more acrimonious than anticipated, once he’d made it clear that

  the help he was offering did not include betraying any journalistic ethics or violating any confidences. When he got to Bangor he was tired, and glad for a bed, any bed, so he pulled his Mazda over

  at the first VACANCY sign.




  Luckily, Jared Patterson hadn’t changed his unlisted phone number in the past four years. Sandy took a faint satisfaction in waking his erstwhile employer out of a sound sleep.

  ‘You’re in trouble, Patterson,’ he said cheerily. ‘That’s my daughter there in bed beside you, and I’ll have you know she’s only fifteen. We’re going

  to send you to jail and throw away the key.’




  ‘Who the hell is this?’ Patterson demanded in a confused, wary voice. Sandy could picture him sitting bolt upright in his jockey shorts, trying to rub the sleep out of his eyes.




  ‘Tsk. I’m wounded. This is Clark Kent up in Maine, chief. Your star reporter. Don’t you recognize the voice?’




  ‘Oh, Jesus,’ Patterson muttered. ‘Seven years, and I’d almost forgotten your asshole stunts, Blair. What the hell do you want? Do you know what time it is?’




  ‘Three-seventeen,’ Sandy said. ‘Exactly. I have a digital watch now, you know. I got mugged three years ago and the bastard took Spiro, would you believe it? I need some

  information from the Hog morgue. Here, write down this number.’




  There was a brief muffled conversation on the other end as Jared said something and someone else answered. It did sound like a fifteen-year-old girl, Sandy thought. ‘All right,’

  Patterson said. ‘I’ve got a pencil. Give it to me.’




  Sandy gave it to him. ‘What I need are the present whereabouts of the three surviving Nazgûl. In case the disco queens you’ve got working for you now don’t know who the

  hell they are, the names are Peter Faxon, Rick Maggio, and John Slozewski. If you clowns have kept the files up to date, the information ought to be there. Get back to me as soon as you can

  tomorrow. I’ve done everything I can up here, and I want to get rolling.’




  ‘Sure, sure,’ Patterson said. ‘Hey, as long as we’re at it, you want to look up some of the guys in Lynch’s other groups too?’




  ‘No,’ Sandy said curtly.




  ‘Todd Oliver used to be with American Taco, didn’t he? He’s lead singer for Glisten now. You ought to interview him, at least, so we’ll have one current name in with all

  these has-beens.’




  ‘Fuck Todd Oliver,’ Sandy said. ‘Man’s got no pride. If he’d play for Glisten, he’d do anything. I refuse to interview any man who wears a silver lamé

  jumpsuit on stage. Just the Nazgûl, please. The reasons need not concern you, but let me tell you, this story is going to be more interesting than we thought. Give your friend a kiss for me.

  Bye.’ He hung up, smiling.




  The smile faded quickly in the dinginess and silence of the motel room, however. Bone-weary as he was, somehow Sandy did not think sleep would come easily, and he was strangely reluctant to turn

  out the lights. Briefly, he considered phoning Sharon back in Brooklyn, but he discarded the idea without even reaching for the phone. She’d be furious with him if he called at this hour,

  especially since he really had nothing to tell her. Sandy sighed. For the first time in a good number of years, he found himself wishing for a joint. It would relax him nicely, but it was a futile

  thought. He had smoked so little in recent years that all of his connections had long ago dried up and blown away.




  Thinking of connections led to other thoughts, however. He took out his notebook and glanced through the names and numbers he’d jotted down at home. Old friends, old contacts, old sources.

  Most of the numbers probably weren’t even good these days. People move around a lot. Still, if he needed them – and you could never tell on a story like this – the numbers would

  give him a place to start tracking them down.




  He lingered over one number, considering. Finally he smiled. Maggie wouldn’t mind, he thought. Not unless she had changed beyond recognition. Sandy reached for the phone and dialed.




  The number, as he’d expected, was disconnected, but Cleveland information still had a listing for a Margaret Sloane. Sandy wrote down the number and hoped it was the same Margaret Sloane.

  He placed the call anyway, and listened to it ring.




  On the tenth ring, someone picked it up and a familiar sleepy voice groused, ‘Yeah?’ into the receiver.




  ‘Hi, Maggie,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s Sandy.’




  ‘My God,’ she said. ‘Sandy? Sandy Blair!’ With every word she seemed to be coming a bit more awake, and Sandy was pleased as hell by the sheer delight in her

  voice. ‘My God, is it really you? Are you in town? Tell me you’re in town!’




  ‘Afraid not. I’m in Maine, of all places. Believe it or not, I’m working for Jared again.’




  ‘That cretin.’




  ‘Yeah, well, it’s only a one-time thing. Jamie Lynch got himself killed and I’m doing the story on it. Everyone on the Hog staff these days sprang full blown from

  Jared’s forehead in 1976, so I’m the only one that’s qualified. I’m about to go interview the Nazgûl, wherever they may be, and I thought maybe I might pass through

  Cleveland.’




  ‘And you damn well better stop and see me, you hear? What has it been, three years? I’ve read your books. Sarah was me, wasn’t she? In Kasey’s Quest?’




  ‘Hell, no,’ Sandy said. ‘All my characters are fictional, and any similarity to real persons living or dead is strictly coincidental. It says so right under the

  copyright.’




  ‘You asshole,’ Maggie said affectionately. ‘At least you said she was good in bed.’




  ‘She was.’




  ‘But you killed her!’ Maggie wailed.




  ‘Don’t you think it was more poignant that way?’




  ‘I’ll give you poignant. Are you really coming out?’




  ‘Maybe,’ Sandy cautioned. ‘Don’t count on it. I have no idea where the Nazgûl have gotten themselves to. If they all live on Guam now, I’ll have to fly out

  and take a pass. But if it’s humanly possible, I’d like to drive, and stop and see you on the way.’




  ‘Driving, huh? You coming in the Hogmobile?’




  Sandy laughed. The Hogmobile had been a green 1966 Mustang, covered with leftover flower decals from the ’68 McCarthy campaign. He’d put nearly 180,000 miles on her before she

  finally gave up the ghost and went to wherever dead Mustangs go to pasture. ‘She passed away some time ago,’ he told Maggie. ‘I’ve got a new car now.’




  ‘Sigh,’ said Maggie. ‘I liked the old lady. Ah, well. What do you call the new one?’




  ‘Call?’ Sandy said. ‘I . . . well, I guess it doesn’t have a name.’ It seemed a strange admission even as he said it. He’d bought the Mazda almost two years

  ago. When had he stopped naming his cars? he wondered. He’d always named his cars, ever since the very first one, a rusted-out black VW Beetle he’d gotten when he was seventeen

  and immediately christened Roach.




  ‘Nothing’s wrong, is there?’ Maggie asked. ‘You sound odd all of a sudden.’




  ‘No,’ Sandy said, a bit ruefully. ‘Nothing wrong. I was just sitting here talking and all of a sudden I realized that I was maybe getting older than I like to admit. But never

  mind about that. What are you up to these days?’




  Maggie told him, and they talked about mutual friends who’d gone this way or that, and then about the old days, and somehow it got to be five in the morning with Sandy hardly noticing.

  ‘This is going to cost a not-so-small fortune,’ he said finally, as they were hanging up. ‘Good thing Jared is paying for it. I’ll be seeing you as soon as I can.’




  ‘You damn well better,’ Maggie replied, and when he put the phone back into its cradle, Sandy felt quite good indeed, and very tired, and he had no trouble whatsoever falling at once

  into a deep, dreamless sleep.




  The phone woke him just before noon. ‘I want to order a pepperoni pizza, and hold the anchovies,’ the voice said.




  ‘You’re too fat for pizza, Jared,’ Sandy said wearily. He pulled over his notepad. ‘You got the addresses?’




  ‘Yeah,’ Patterson replied. He sounded grumpy. ‘You have a lot of ground to cover. John Slozewski lives in Camden, New Jersey, of all the goddamned places. Maggio is in Chicago.

  And Peter Faxon owns a big house out in Santa Fe, New Mexico. You want us to make airline reservations for you?’




  ‘No,’ said Sandy. ‘I’ll drive.’




  ‘Drive? It’ll take you forever.’




  ‘I have as much time as I need, remember? Don’t complain. I’m saving you money. Now, give me those addresses. Phone numbers too, if you’ve got them.’ He copied them

  down carefully, promised Jared that he’d never phone at that ridiculous hour of the morning again, no sir, and said goodbye.




  Down the road a bit, he found an International House of Pancakes, where he put away an order of bacon and eggs and a couple of gallons of coffee. It left him feeling vaguely human, even if he

  did slosh a little as he drove back to the motel. He packed quickly, then sat down on the edge of the bed and phoned Sharon at work.




  ‘I’m kind of busy right now,’ she said. ‘Can’t it wait?’




  ‘No, it can’t,’ Sandy said. ‘I’m about to check out of this place and drive down to New Jersey, and I don’t know when I’ll be free to call you

  again.’ Briefly, he gave her his itinerary, but when he started telling her about Lynch she cut him off.




  ‘Look, Sandy,’ she said, ‘it’s not as though I’m not interested. I am. But this is a bad time. I’ve got a client with me, and I’m already late for a

  showing. Call me tonight. Oh, and by the way, Alan phoned.’ Alan was his literary agent. ‘He’s not thrilled about your new career as a private eye either. You’re supposed to

  call.’




  ‘Great,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Which one of your idols was it who kept saying, “You knew the job was dangerous when you took it”?’ Sharon asked.




  ‘Superchicken,’ Sandy muttered.




  ‘Ah. I figured it was either him or Gene McCarthy.’




  ‘All right, I’ll call Alan. Lay off. Thanks for the message.’




  Alan Vanderbeck was on another line when Sandy phoned. Alan Vanderbeck was almost always on another line. Sandy held patiently, soothed by the knowledge that it was Jared Patterson’s money

  he was burning up. Finally Alan came on. ‘So,’ he said. ‘The prodigal idiot. Sander, just what in the name of creation are you thinking about?’




  ‘Good to talk to you too, Alan. Did you get all of Patterson’s promises in writing? I left a message on your machine.’




  ‘Sure, I got them. You’re going to get the cover, and no cuts, and as much time as you like, and Hedgehog’s top rate. You care to know what that is? Five hundred bucks,

  Sander. That’s fifty for me. I’ve got better things to do with my time. And so do you, for that matter. I’m not thrilled by the way you leave me a message and duck out of town.

  I’m not thrilled by this whole thing. I told Sharon.’




  ‘Yeah, she told me. You’re not thrilled and she’s not thrilled. I’m the only one that’s thrilled. Good for me.’




  Alan sighed a very put-upon sigh. ‘How long is this going to take?’




  ‘I don’t know. It’s mutating in some interesting ways. Maybe a month, maybe two.’




  ‘Perhaps you recall having lunch with me just a few days ago? Perhaps you also recall that I reminded you that the deadline on the new novel is barely three months off? You cannot

  afford to use two of those three months for some quixotic four-hundred-fifty-dollar gesture to your lost youth, Sander. Haven’t I stressed that?’




  ‘Damn it, Alan, don’t tell me what to do!’ Sandy said, feeling a bit peevish. ‘I’m tired of people telling me what to do. Look, things weren’t going too well

  on the novel. Taking off and doing this story ought to be good for me. Maybe it will get me past my block. So I miss the deadline. Big deal. I haven’t noticed the world holding its breath. I

  was two months late delivering Kasey’s Quest, and nearly a year late on Open Wounds, wasn’t I? You can’t create to a fucking schedule, damn it!’




  ‘No, Sander,’ Alan said. ‘It won’t wash. The circumstances are different this time. You got a lot of money up front on this book, mainly because Copping Out did

  well, but the publishers are regretting it now. You seem to have forgotten that Open Wounds still hasn’t found a paperback publisher.’




  ‘It got good reviews,’ Sandy protested.




  ‘That’s not enough. It’s selling shitty. I’ve warned you, if you’re late on delivering the new one, they’re going to cancel the contract right out from under

  you and demand their money back. We can’t give them the opportunity.’




  ‘You’re too damn pessimistic,’ Sandy said. ‘It won’t be that bad. I’m going to do this one story for Jared, that’s all, and then I’ll be back to

  work on the novel. Hell, maybe I’ll even make that deadline. If not, you’ll find some way to placate them.’




  ‘I’m an agent, not a magician,’ Alan said. ‘You overestimate my powers of persuasion. Look, let me make myself perfectly clear—’




  ‘Jesus,’ said Sandy. ‘You sound like Nixon.’




  ‘Be that as it may,’ Alan persisted, ‘I’m going to warn you right now that I’m not in business to make five-hundred-dollar deals with Hedgehog. If you

  don’t deliver this novel, and the contract gets canceled, you had better start looking around for other representation.’




  ‘Maybe I should start looking around anyway,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Maybe you should,’ Alan agreed. He sighed. ‘I don’t want to do this, Sander. I like you, and I like your work. But this is for your own good. Forget this story, come

  back to New York and get to work. You have professional responsibilities.’




  ‘Screw professional responsibilities,’ Sandy snapped, ‘and get off my case, Alan. Don’t you have a call on another line?’




  ‘As a matter of fact, I do. I just thought perhaps I might talk some sense into you. I can see that was a misplaced hope. Think about it, Sander. It’s your decision.’




  ‘Glad you remember that,’ Sandy said. ‘Goodbye, Alan. I’ll keep in touch.’ With a conscious effort, he refrained from slamming the receiver down into its cradle and

  dropped it very softly into place.




  He was in a sour, surly mood as he checked out and lugged his suitcase to the car. Most of the day was shot already, and the talks with Alan and Sharon had left him feeling hassled and

  depressed. Maybe they were right, Sandy thought to himself. Maybe it was stupid to be working on this Nazgûl thing instead of the novel. Maybe he was being immature and irresponsible. But

  damn it, he had a right to be a little immature at times, didn’t he? It wasn’t as if he’d run off to join the circus. He was doing a story, and it might turn out to be a damn

  good story too, a big one, an important one. Maybe he’d even win some kind of goddamned award. He tightened the straps that held his suitcase in place, stepped back, and slammed

  down the rear hatch of the Mazda harder than was really necessary. For a moment he stood in the motel parking lot, seething, wanting something on which to vent his frustration, finding nothing. He

  felt like kicking the car. He’d stubbed many a toe on the tires of Roach, Jezebel, the Battleship Missouri, and the Hogmobile through the years, letting off steam.




  The Mazda, though, the Mazda wasn’t kickable. It sat there in the parking lot, sleek and gorgeous, all low and bronze-colored and shining, with its sunroof and its power antenna and its

  rakish black rear-window louvres, looking fast as hell and twice as sexy even standing still. Sandy had always dreamed of owning a sports car. He loved his Mazda. Yet somehow it wasn’t an old

  friend the way the other cars had been, wasn’t the kind of partner in adventure and adversity who might understand and forgive an occasional pissed-off kick that hurt toe more than tire. No.

  It was a lovely driving machine. It was a status symbol, something to take pride in, to buff-wax. It held its value really well . . . but that was it. Roach had been a buddy. The Mazda was a

  fucking investment, he thought. He glared at it and walked around to open the door.




  Then he stopped. ‘The hell with it!’ he said loudly. He slammed the door shut again, kicked the front tire as hard as he could, and hopped around the parking lot on one foot,

  grimacing and grinning in alternation.




  He was still grinning ten minutes later, out on the road, whipping down the highway at seventy as the little rotary engine made a smooth purring noise. He glanced down at his tapes, picked up an

  old Lovin’ Spoonful cassette, and shoved it into the tape deck, turning up the volume so the music filled the interior. What a day for a daydream, John Sebastian was singing, custom

  made for a day-dreamin’ boy.




  ‘Daydream,’ Sandy said. He liked the sound of it. It was frivolous, fun, something you weren’t supposed to do but did anyhow. ‘Daydream,’ he said to the Mazda,

  ‘get a move on. We got us a date with a gopher in New Jersey.’ He pressed down on the accelerator, and the speed began to climb.




  
 





  FOUR




  Look at the sky turning hellfire red/


  Somebody’s house is burning down, down, down




  Sandy hated the New Jersey Turnpike with a hatred that passed all understanding. It was a bitch of a road, always lousy with traffic, and it cut

  through some of the most ghastly country this side of Cleveland, a stinking no man’s land of sanitary landfills, oil refineries, auto graveyards, and hazardous waste dumps. The road was

  shrouded in a perpetual grayish haze with its own distinctive odor, a miasma of carbon monoxide, diesel exhaust, and malignant chemicals, and a whiff of it was enough to evoke old fears in

  Sandy.




  In the old days, he’d gotten busted on the turnpike more than once, cited for fictitious traffic violations, and searched for drugs. The turnpike cops had been as bitterly anti-freak as

  any in the country, and they used to lie in wait for hippies and longhairs and go after them with an almost crazed zeal. If your car had the wrong sort of bumper stickers, you were in trouble on

  the Jersey Turnpike, and driving that road in the Hogmobile, with its spray of McCarthy daisies, had been like declaring open season on yourself.




  Now all that was long past. Daydream was respectably expensive and entirely flowerless, and the old hostilities had waned, yet something about the road still unnerved Sandy. The very smell of it

  made him think of flashing lights in his rearview mirror, of tear gas, of narcs and bloody nightsticks and Richard Milhous Nixon.




  Even the turnpike food gave him indigestion. It was a relief to turn off for Camden.




  The Gopher Hole sat on a major feeder road, less than a mile from the turnpike entrance ramp. From the outside, it was an ugly place, all cinderblocks and green aluminum siding, neon tubing on

  the roof spelling out its name, a cardboard sign filling up the only large window. The sign said LIVE MUSIC. Though the building was big enough, it looked small, surrounded

  by the vast empty expanse of its asphalt parking lot. Sandy pulled Daydream into a slot near the door, between a black Stingray of ancient vintage and a trim little Toyota. They were the only cars

  in attendance. He climbed out, stretched, slung his jacket over a shoulder, and went on in.




  The day outside had been cloudy-bright, and it took his eyes a minute or two to adjust to the cavernous darkness within. He lingered in the entry foyer by the coat-check room until he could see

  where he was going. By the door to the main hall was a sign on a wooden tripod advertising the nightly performance of a band called the Steel Angels, who smiled out at him from a glossy. They had

  very white teeth, Sandy thought. Beyond the sign was the large empty club. He could make out a stage, still littered with instruments and sound equipment, a dance floor, a large number of tables

  and chairs, and at least three bars, a long one by the west wall and two smaller circular ones out in the middle of the floor, ringed by barstools. The panelled walls were covered with old rock

  posters, which reminded him uncomfortably of Jamie Lynch’s office.




  Behind one of the round bars, a youth was setting up and talking to a big fellow in a pin-striped suit who was leaning against the rail, looking something like a Mafia hit-man. Sandy glanced

  around and saw no sign of anyone else, so he walked toward them. They both watched him approach. ‘We’re closed,’ the barman finally called out.




  ‘I know,’ Sandy said. ‘I’m looking for Gopher John. When do you expect him?’




  The man in the pin-striped suit cleared his throat. ‘I’m John Slozewski,’ he said. He held out a hand. ‘You’re Sandy Blair, right? I remember you.’




  Sandy shook the hand and tried not to do a double take. Gopher John Slozewski had been a huge, glowering bear of a man who liked to dress in ragged jeans and loose tie-dyed smocks. With his vast

  black beard, his moon face, ruddy cheeks, and paunch, he had sometimes reminded Sandy of a sort of dark analogue to Santa Claus. The man shaking his hand was a stranger he would have passed in the

  street with scarcely a second glance. Slozewski had lost weight; his face was no longer round and cherubic, and he was trim under that vest. The beard was gone, and the black hair, just starting to

  recede now, was fashionably combed and styled. Only the size hadn’t changed. The hand that enveloped Sandy’s was huge, the same powerful red fist that had hammered out the righteous,

  relentless beat of the Nazgûl in full flight. ‘I never would have known you,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Times change,’ Slozewski replied. ‘I got my place to run here. Mister John Slozewski can run it a lot smoother than any hairy-ass hippie called Gopher John. Would you believe

  it, I’m a member of the Chamber of Commerce now. What are you drinking?’




  ‘A beer,’ Sandy said.




  ‘Draw one, Eddie,’ Slozewski said. The barman filled the glass and pushed it over to Sandy. Slozewski nodded at him. ‘Go set up the main bar so we can talk, OK?’ The

  barman left. ‘So you’re still with the Hog, huh?’




  ‘Yes and no,’ Sandy said. He sipped his beer and eased himself back onto a bar stool. ‘This is a freelance assignment. Mostly I write novels these days.’




  ‘Good for you,’ Slozewski said flatly. Neither his voice nor his face betrayed any hint of warmth, but Sandy knew that was misleading. Gopher John Slozewski had been famous for his

  perpetual scowl, and his short, curt manner with the press and the public. That, and his wild drumming, had gotten him the reputation of being a little bit mean, a little bit crazy, and more than a

  little bit stupid. None of it was true, as Sandy had found out the first time he interviewed the Nazgûl. If anything, Slozewski was one of the gentlest and friendliest men in the world of

  rock, but his charms were well hidden by his innate shyness and reserve. It seemed he hadn’t changed much in that respect. After making his comment, he sat quietly, waiting for Sandy to

  continue.




  Sandy took out his notebook. ‘You’ve probably figured what I came to talk about,’ he said.




  Slozewski looked at the notepad and smiled thinly and fleetingly. ‘Look at that,’ he said. ‘Been ages since I’ve seen a reporter write down stuff. The new ones all use

  little tape recorders.’ He sighed. ‘You probably want to ask me about Lynch, right? And the Nazgûl?’




  Sandy nodded.




  ‘It figures,’ Slozewski said. ‘I was kind of hoping that maybe the Hog wanted to do a little write-up on my place here, you know. We could use the publicity. But I

  didn’t think it was likely.’ He scowled. ‘They ought to do a piece on the Gopher Hole. You tell Patterson that for me, OK?’




  ‘Will do,’ Sandy said. ‘It’s a nice place,’ he lied.




  ‘Hell,’ said Slozewski, ‘you’re just saying that. It’s just another goddamned bar to you. I know how tacky the place looks outside. Cinder blocks and all. I’m

  not dumb. But you don’t know the half of it. This is an important place.’




  ‘Important?’ Sandy said.




  ‘The Gopher Hole is kind of a dream come true for me,’ Slozewski said. ‘I put everything I had into this place, and I’m losing money on it, but I don’t give a fuck.

  I’m paying back some dues, the way I see it.’ He scowled. ‘Music’s a tough game. I remember how hard it was, breaking in. I always remembered that, even after we got

  big.’




  ‘The Nazgûl?’




  Slozewski nodded. ‘You saw the end of it, those years we were on top. You never saw the beginning. Mean times. We had a new sound, raw and angry like the times, and we did all our own

  material, Faxon’s stuff. No one wanted to hear it. No one wanted to hear us. When we did get a gig, we’d get these bozos in the crowd requesting all kinds of dumb shit. Standards, you

  know? And we’d get managers leaning on us to do that crapola. And the pay was . . . hell, there ain’t no word for it. We all had second jobs on the side. I was a cook at Denny’s,

  on the graveyard shift.’ He shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘Well, when we made it, I made up my mind that I was going to make things easier for kids breaking in. That’s what the

  Gopher Hole is all about. You ought to come back in a couple of hours and hear the Steel Angels. They’re damn good. New Wave kind of sound, you know? Not commercial, but good. That’s

  the only kind I book. To play here, they have to be doing their own stuff, original. No disco crap, either. I give them a start, a regular gig if they need it. And I pay them decent money, too.

  I’d pay them better if I could, but we haven’t been doing as well as I’d like.’ He shrugged again. ‘But what the hell, I can afford it. The music is what’s

  important, not the money. But you don’t want to hear all this, do you? You want to hear about Jamie Lynch.’




  ‘And the Nazgûl,’ Sandy said. ‘Sorry. Maybe I can get Jared to do a little item on your place.’




  ‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ Slozewski growled. His voice was as rumbly and deep as it had been in his performing days. ‘Look, I don’t mind talking to you,

  but I’ll tell you right up front that I think you’re wasting your time. I don’t know diddly-shit about who killed Jamie, and I care less. And I’m sick of talking about the

  Nazgûl.’




  ‘Why?’ Sandy asked.




  ‘Why was Lennon sick of being asked about the Beatles breaking up?’ It was a rhetorical question. Slozewski walked around the edge of the bar and continued as he methodically began

  to fix himself a drink. ‘Next month I’ll be thirty-seven years old. Forty isn’t so far off. A lot of life. I’ve got a place I’m real involved in, trying to do

  something good for music. I was a good drummer for a long time. After West Mesa, I had a three-year gig with Nasty Weather, and then with Morden & Slozewski & Leach, and for a little bit

  with the Smokehouse Riot Act. The Riot Act could have been one hell of a band too, if only Morden and Jencks hadn’t been such flaming assholes. We did some good tracks. If we’d stayed

  together, we might have made people forget all about the Nazgûl. Do I ever get asked about that, though? Nah.’ He scowled and shook his head. ‘All they want to know about is the

  Nazgûl. I’d be the last guy to put down the Nazgûl, mind you. We were good. We were a world-class rock band. I’m proud of that part of my life. West Mesa ended it,

  though. Some crazy out there in the dark squeezed a trigger, and it was over, and we had to move on. Only they won’t let me. You hear what I’m saying? I’m John Slozewski, and I

  want to be treated like John Slozewski, not just like I’m one-fourth of the Nazgûl. Fuck that shit.’




  Slozewski’s deep voice had taken on a faintly petulant tone. Sandy listened to him with a certain amount of astonishment, hoping it didn’t show on his face. Gopher John’s

  post-Nazgûl career had been less than distinguished. Nasty Weather, which had formed around Slozewski and Maggio in the aftermath of West Mesa, had been a derivative band at best. The

  Smokehouse Riot Act had shown a lot more promise and a lot more originality, but internal dissension had torn them apart after only one album. And the less said about Morden & Slozewski &

  Leach the better. You would have thought that Gopher John would just as soon have all those groups forgotten.




  Still, Sandy managed a thin, sympathetic smile. ‘I know where you’re coming from,’ he said. ‘My first book, Copping Out, sold twice as well as the later ones. I

  still get these reviews that say it’s been all downhill ever since. Sets your teeth on edge, doesn’t it?’
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