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For my father


There’s a special kind of magic in California—black.

—Mike Ryan



Verse





In the year 1993, Mark, Steve, and Gary were in a band. Being in a band in late-twentieth-century America was kind of like being in trouble—it seemed that everyone had been in it at one time or another. Friends of friends taught themselves some chords, learned how to sing (kind of), and jumped on stages in clubs that were managed by a friend of the original friend or a friend that knew the band in the first place. Guys dated girls who played guitar in a band, and when they went to see her play her first show, her old boyfriend, the one that played drums but now played bass, would inevitably be sitting at the bar knocking back beers with his own band, and the new boyfriends all hated it. Girls dated guys who were in bands with their old girlfriends, and even though the guys swore there were no remaining sparks, that it was all just because of the music, the new girlfriends all hated it.

Housemates practiced in the kitchen or garage twice a week; neighbors in cheap housing in university towns borrowed guitar strings and picks as if they were sugar and flour; little brothers asked big brothers to help them figure out barre chords for punk songs or else the mumbled lyrics to early R.E.M., back when R.E.M. meant something and the older brother still liked them, back when everyone wasn’t in a band, like in the nineties.

Mark, Steve, and Gary’s band was called Bottlecap, an innocuous and fitting name for late-twentieth-century America, when mundane monikers were not only accepted but expected. They were from the small town of Kitty, Virginia. They had put out one album and a few singles on a local independent record label, which was actually just a friend with some cash, too much time on his hands, and a big living room floor good for the folding over and over of Xeroxed paper to pose as seven-inch sleeves. They toured the East Coast and some of the Midwest twice, were written up from time to time in the local zines. Then Bottlecap caught the attention of larger alternative newspapers, and then the nationally distributed and glossy pages of more-popular music magazines. College radio stations actually began to play their records and not just use them as coasters for whatever was the cheapest beer on sale that week. Beer always seemed to be on sale in college towns.

Kids began to show up at their shows, and Mark, the singer, was always amazed to see his words on the lips of the drunken youth in the crowd, chanting along the lyrics he’d scrawled on the back of a napkin and now was repeating a few months later at one in the morning, behind a barrage of Gary’s bass playing and Steve’s frenetic drum pounding: “The people who think I’m shit are starting to outnumber those who don’t . . .” It was only when he heard someone else sing them that he realized how truly stupid his lyrics were.

Gary couldn’t believe the way girls would talk to him before and after shows, introducing themselves and offering to buy him a drink and requesting perhaps a moment of his time later in the evening, alone. This was the main reason he got in a band in the first place, but after years of lugging his bass cabinet in and out of clubs, of the only conversation being sneers from the other bands or a grudgingly offered “You guys weren’t as bad I thought you’d be,” women now came up, wanting to meet him. And it was all because he played bass for Bottlecap.

Steve was just happy that people were showing up, happy to be able to take out aggression on his drum skins twice weekly during practices and every once in a while during a show. He figured it was cheaper than therapy.

Like everyone else in town, Steve had a brother who had also been in a band. His older sibling, Phil, formed some sort of group every year or so that would play a few shows, record some sort of a tape on a four-track, and then break up. Phil spent most of his time in between bands bitching about the members of his old band and looking forward to the members of his new one. In small towns like Kitty, there just wasn’t much else to do.

But by the time Steve met Gary, who had already met Mark, the three of them knew they wanted more out of a band than to just waste time. In 1993, being in a band had suddenly become a career move.

Two years after forming Bottlecap, Mark, Steve, and Gary were flying out to Los Angeles in order to sign a lucrative contract and record their major-label debut. It would have seemed a heady sequence of events for participants in most generations, at most times in most centuries, whether they were heading off to apprentice with a master glassblower in Florence in the late seventeenth century or to study printing under Gutenberg himself in the mid-fifteenth, but remember that this was the last decade in the twentieth century in America, when kids might find $20 on the ground but then complain about having to bend over to pick it up.
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“Fuck.” Gary groans, bending over in his seat.

Steve, sitting next to him, his face pressed up against the window and warmed a pleasantly barbecued pink, stirs out of sleep.

“Huh?” His arms rise out of the swaddling of baby blue covers tattooed with AMERICAN AIRLINES AMERICAN AIRLINES AMERICAN AIRLINES. “What?”

“There’s a twenty-dollar bill”—Gary madly motions with his combination fork and spoon, which he is, as they are preparing to land, for some reason still holding on to—“right there. But I can’t reach it.”

Steve looks to his right and sees the skyline of Los Angeles beginning to come into view through the cottony clouds. Instead of the gridiron design of Virginian farmland—with only a road or two every mile separating the fields of bright green dotted with brown in the form of herds of cows or else mud—southern California is stacked full of life: cars, buildings, freeways, people crammed into every square inch. To Steve’s left, Gary is still fiddling with some object at his feet, obviously out of reach.

“Where?”

“Down there” Gary says quietly, not wanting to wake up the man sitting in front of him, from whose wallet the bill had to have dropped. “But I can’t reach it.”

Steve leans over to examine the situation. Gary’s crown of longish black hair is in his face, his bright red tongue clenched between the cold purple lips of his struggle, his pale skin raised with goose bumps.

“Just . . . can’t . . . quite . . .”

Steve sighs, squirming in his seat, wondering how much longer it’s going to be before they land.

“I’m going to go see what Mark’s up to.”

A little shorter than Gary’s five feet eight, Steve easily slides through the space between Gary’s probing legs and the back of the chair in front of him, easing his way into the aisle. Halfway down the plane, Mark is seated on the aisle, in the middle of three sections of the plane, next to an older couple. Although Steve was sitting twenty feet away and was wearing headphones half the time, he could still hear them fighting. Now they’re going on about something else, an argument about who is going to pick them up at the airport.

Steve nudges Mark, who’s cowering with his eyes closed, trying to pretend he’s somewhere else, that he’s already arrived.

“Hey, it’s me.”

Mark comes to life, revealing bloodshot eyes limned with dark circles and sagging pools of purple flesh, the result of the last couple of days spent in Kitty, of leaving his girlfriend and his hometown, doubting he’d ever return to either.

“What’s up?” He wipes a tuft of sandy brown hair out of his face. Amber-colored gunk has gathered below the corners of his watering eyes, and he scoops it up with the tip of his finger and wipes it on the back of the tray tucked neatly in the full upright position in front of him.

“How are you doing?” Steve asks.

Mark looks at Steve, then glances at the couple next to him.

“Tired,” he finally says.

Steve looks down the aisle to where Gary, now with his sneaker off, is poking a stained white sock, an inch and a half of cotton extending past the end of his toe, into the gap between the floor and the seat bottom, which doubles as a flotation device.

“Yeah, me too.”

“We landing soon?”

“Take a right, check it out.”

Mark looks past Steve to hopefully see land instead of sky, but the couple seated near the window who have been kissing the entire flight, makes him feel bad for leaving Laura the day before.

He and Laura had dated for four years, beginning in their junior year of high school. In a small town like Kitty, couples tended to stay together longer than they did in the bigger towns (or so the citizens of small towns had been led to believe) simply because the opportunity for change was usually too scarce to be exploited. Mark and Laura grew comfortable with each other over the years, and if her minor imperfections and his glaring ones didn’t smooth away over time, they at least became easier to deal with, until finally each lover could just tune out the other’s more annoying aspects, as if disagreeable moods were a program on television they could ignore until a better one came along. But when the band got the chance to come to Los Angeles, Mark shed every aspect of his former existence, including Laura.

Mark sees the city now getting closer by the second, signs becoming visible (mostly fast food restaurants, billboards, and strip malls) and cars and people rapidly rising to the realm of actual size.

“Cool.”

“Yeah, cool.”

A stewardess stumbles down the aisle and grabs Steve by the shoulder.

“Sir, we’re landing, you have to get back to your seat.”

“But I was—”

“Now!”

The NO SMOKING and FASTEN YOUR SEAT BELTS signs posted in the ceiling continue to flash on and off every few seconds, the way they’ve been doing for the past ten minutes.

“Alright, alright”—Steve begins to head back to his seat—“don’t push.”

Gary’s still trying to get at the bill, which recedes farther and farther every time he pokes at it.

“So . . . fucking . . . close . . .”

Steve scoots by him and sits down, choosing to look out the window rather than at his struggling friend. The plane is now coming over the crest of a hill, behind which is Dodger Stadium, a sports arena surrounded by a crown of palm trees, the large black video screen dormant. It is October, but L.A. did not make the play-offs.

The plane whooshes over downtown Los Angeles on its way to the airport, a few more towns away on the coast. The gaggle of taller buildings sprouts out from the rest like mushrooms in short grass, a cluster of shimmering glass and shining metal among a field of trafficking commerce and big business. The morning sun hits the tallest one, the First Interstate Bank building, and the sun shoots out from it as if from the staff of Ra showing where to dig in the life-sized map of the city below, and Steve thinks of how bitchin’ the pyramids must have looked whenever it was that they existed.

“Hey, hey, look, look.” Gary quickly turns to Steve, barely able to contain his excitement.

“What?”

Gary cups the folded-in-half bill in his hand, his face beginning to blush.

Before turning back to the glimmering vista of the city below, Steve pets the currency in Gary’s twitching fist and says, “You rule.”

•  •  •

The bright California sun pierces Mark’s face. In a fluid motion he reaches into one of his bags and dons his sunglasses like a cowboy draws his gun in a shoot-out. He looks back at the crowded terminal behind him, the electronic doors constantly swishing back and forth, swallowing people and throwing them up just as quickly. He runs a hand across his heated brow, rotates his shoulders in his warm flannel shirt, and thinks, Why in the fuck did I wear this? I’m in goddamn California. Looking around, he finally sees Gary and Steve, both of them struggling with their luggage.

Mark pats down his faded green-and-red plaid shirt for his cigarettes. He smoked half the pack at the bar in Charlotte, sipping on watered-down drinks even though it was only noon, trying to use the liquor to douse the flames of his fears about the big trip, the deal, and the entire shape of his life, which seemed, at this very moment, to be in a sharp arc. He smells his fingers, licking with his nose for the last traces of nicotine that he tried to wash off in the airplane’s bathroom as the captain repeatedly blinked the NO SMOKING sign. There was a large placard above the teensy stainless steel sink that reiterated the FAA laws and warned of the dire consequences of breaking them.

The airport is crowded, smoggy, crawling with traffic, deafening with the roar of jet engines above and cars all around, nothing like the small, one-terminal airport of the hometown he left only a day before.

“What now?” Gary whines, pulling up an overstuffed garment bag and straddling it like a mechanical bull.

“I guess we, I don’t know, take a cab?” Steve replies, tugging a bag of cymbals that he refused to check into baggage. The circular lids of vinyl and leather straps look like a pizza warmer and kick up gum wrappers and receipts as they drag against the ground. “Mark, do you know where this place is?”

Mark sighs. They had been over this six times since they left Kitty the day before: twice on the flight to Charlotte, three times at Gary’s friend’s who lived in Mt. Holly, where they spent their last night in the South, and once more at the Fly By Night Cafe in the main terminal of the Charlotte airport, earlier in the morning. Like George explaining the rabbits yet again to Lenny, Mark digs in his heels and explains.

“All Henry said was to take the ten o’clock American Airlines flight into Los Angeles.” Mark shrugs his shoulders. “He said he’d take it from there.”

You’re doing the right thing, Henry James reassured him over the phone when Mark agreed to fly out to California. We’re going to make you big stars.

The words still echo in his head with the resonance of a timpani drum. Mark also can’t help thinking, Big losers. Big frauds. Big disappointments. All through the flight his knees kept knocking together like a set of clackers. He kept wondering if he’d made the right decision, if it was a wise choice to go ahead and sign with Subterfuge Records, a label he had never heard of. Should he have just stayed back in Kitty and taken that safe, reliable job his father had pulled strings for him to get? Even now, as he was wondering if they had done the right thing, he was also wondering if it was too late to escape.

Steve and Gary, on the other hand, had acted like children on the flight to California, throwing peanuts across the aisle, pinching the stewardesses’ asses. “You’re the leader, Mark,” Steve said when they were first approached to sign to the label; “the decision is ultimately yours,” although he and Gary were against it. Now that the agonizing part was over and Mark was trying to live with his decision, Steve and Gary were living it up. Bottlecap’s rhythm section already had plans for their portions of the generous advance: back rent and taxes, a new car, pay off the old car, and so forth. Mark resented the fact that to them this was just the beginning of a great adventure. He kept worrying it all might be a big mistake.

“Will you get a load of that?” Steve jumps off the warm concrete sidewalk and points to a black limousine parked a few feet away. In front of the limo is a Hispanic driver, dressed in a uniform complete with black cap and shiny leather gloves. He’s holding a sign that reads BOTLECAP.

“Can you believe that shit?” Gary yells.

“That’s . . . us,” Mark slowly says, carefully looking over the crudely written cardboard message, “even though it’s misspelled.”

Steve heaves his cymbal bag over his shoulder and brushes past Mark on the way to the limousine.

“Cheer up,” he says, “it could have read ‘Bottlecrap.’ ” Steve and Gary push each other out of the way to be the first inside the limo, while Mark sighs and begins gathering up the pieces of luggage that they have left behind. The driver intervenes as Mark’s trying to get the trunk open to put in his bag.

“No, sir, please, allow me.” He wrestles the luggage out of Marks hand.

“That’s okay, I don’t want you to have to do it . . .”

“Please, sir.” He finally peels the black bag out of Mark’s grip. “It’s my job.”

Mark relents and joins his friends in the limo, where Steve’s already on the car phone.

“Yeah, could you please give me Teri Hatcher’s home phone number?”

Gary’s rummaging through the tiny refrigerator set into the interior. “Look at this shit!”

“What do you mean, it’s unlisted?” Steve slams down the phone.

“What?”

“All they stocked in this thing is soda pop. Where’s the hundred-dollar bottle of champagne? And where’s the hot blond who’s supposed to give us a blow job while we snort cocaine off her tits, like in Wall Street?”

“Yeah!”

Gary and Steve’s hands meet for a high five.

“Did Charlie Sheen snort the cocaine off her tits?” Steve asks a few seconds later.

“In real life, probably,” Gary says.

“Will you guys please stop it?” Mark explodes. “You’re both acting like a couple of three-year-olds! I mean, what are we, the goddamned Replacements? Now calm down before you blow this whole deal!”

“Well, excuse me,” Gary says snidely, slamming shut the refrigerator door.

“Yeah, sorry. We didn’t know we were such an embarrassment to you.”

The car sinks every few seconds as the trunk fills with their luggage.

“You’re not, really. It’s just, I guess I’m just really nervous about all this. It’s making me edgy. The money, the expectations. I’m sorry. I’ll try and loosen up.” Mark leans back into the plush seat. “This is pretty nice.”

“You fucking bet it is. So relax and enjoy it.” Steve puts his feet on the portable television. “We’ve earned it, baby.”

“Well.” Mark laughs. “I wouldn’t say that. I mean, the worst thing that’s happened to us is we all bounced a few checks. Your dad bought you your drums”—he points to Steve—“and don’t think I don’t know about your ‘allowance.’ ” He points to Gary, who swiftly takes his feet off the television.

The driver slams the trunk shut and slips in behind the wheel. He fires up the engine and slowly pulls away from the curb, carefully negotiating the tide of cars.

The area outside the airport is made up of mostly expensive hotels and strip joints. The Sheraton Inn next to the Seventh Veil. Right beside a Carl’s Jr. burger place is a club with a huge purple-and-yellow sign that reads ALL NUDE NUDE NUDE 24 HOURS A DAY! The limo climbs onto the 405 Freeway, heading north toward Hollywood.

Feeling paranoid, Mark taps on the glass separating the large backseat from the driver’s compartment. A tinted window between the front and back seats suddenly descends with a buzz.

“Uh, where are you taking us?”

“The Mondrian Hotel,” the driver blankly says.

“Hey, do you know if that hotel has a pool, because I was thinking of—”

“All I know,” the driver’s voice booms, “is that I’m supposed to take you to the Mondrian Hotel.”

There’s a moment of silence as the driver eases his way onto Interstate 10, the off ramp veering to the right, downtown now straight ahead, the Hollywood sign to the left, barely visible through the thick haze of smog.

“Hey.” Steve props his arm on the partition. “I read in a book that people are afraid to merge on the freeways in Los Angeles. Is that true?”

By way of an answer the dark window slowly inches its way back up.

•  •  •

The limo exits at Robertson, lazily cruising down the off ramp as the drivers in small cars like early-model Hondas and Toyotas try to peer through the tinted glass to see who’s inside, while those driving Mercedeses and BMWs are either on cellular phone or too bored to care. Steve and Gary crane their heads out of the windows, sipping from imaginary champagne flutes, joking, elbowing each other, spilling phantom streams of Dom Pérignon on the intersection of Robertson and Venice.

The limo begins climbing steeply, pausing at Sunset Boulevard before turning right. After a few more blocks, the glass window separating the front seat and backseat descends again as the driver turns right into a short, circular driveway.

“The Mondrian Hotel,” he says plainly.

Gary, Steve, and Mark get out of the car and stand awkwardly at the curb.

“You’re registered in suites five-oh-six, and five-oh-seven.” The driver yawns. “I’ll see that your luggage is brought up immediately.”

Gary says in a Thurston Howell voice, his back teeth clenched and his jaw straight and stiff as a coat hanger: “See that you do.”

Mark moves to the rear of the limo and again tries to help with the luggage and is again batted away by the driver. Mark pats down his pockets for some cash for a tip but then remembers his wallet is in a duffel bag he noticed was tossed first into the trunk with everything else on top.

“Oh, I know this place,” Steve says, walking toward the entrance, squinting as he glances at the profile of the tall, multicolored building shining in the sun.

“Maybe you saw it in a museum,” Gary sarcastically says, tapping the limo driver on the shoulder and taking from him his black bass case covered in stickers.

He turns to Gary but can’t see his face, just an array of bright colors, purple, red, orange, his pupils shrunken. “Ah, I’m blind.”

“That’s what you get for staring at the sun.” Mark laughs, taking his eyes off the bellhop currently mangling his guitar case and a backpack filled with books and magazines.

“How should I know? I’m from Virginia. We don’t have this kind of sun there,” Steve whines, pointing to the sky. “These rays are like fallout, like Chernobyl.”

“You’ve got to get a pair of these . . .” Mark waves his recovered sunglasses in front of Steve’s still-dazed and confused face.

“What are you talking about? This is Los Angeles . . . I thought they’d issue them to me upon arrival, for my own protection.”

“Will you two come on?” Gary calls out, standing underneath the awning that leads into the lobby. “Let’s go check out our rooms!”

As Gary and Steve scramble up the driveway, being honked at by a yellow cab as it pulls away from the curb, Mark repeats a line of Steve’s from a few seconds before.

“How should I know? I’m from Virginia,” he mumbles, following after his band mates. “I have a feeling you’re going to be saying that a lot.”

•  •  •

Steve keeps jumping on the bed, the same way he did when he first switched from crib to mattress at the age of two, while Gary raids the minibar.

“Whoa, check out this fridge!” Gary yells from across the room, at the open door of a small refrigerator the size designed for college dorm rooms. Inside are various cans of soda, liquor, and snacks like candy bars and packets of nuts.

“Awesome,” Steve shouts as he crosses the room and pulls out a mini bottle of vodka.

Before Mark can slap it out of his hand, Steve has already twisted the cap and swallowed half of the contents.

“What are you doing?”

“No, Mark, what are you doing?”

“Yeah!” Gary backs Steve up.

“Come on, guys, take it easy.” He points to the fridge. “You think this stuff is going to be free?”

“Aw, it’s just a little bottle,” Steve protests, “it can’t cost that much.”

Mark picks up the small glass vial from the floor and shoves the bottle with the large blue block lettering into the faces of Gary and Steve.

“This is Absolut, not Winn Dixie brand. I bet even a small bottle like this costs five bucks. Or at least that’s what this fancy-shmancy hotel is going to charge us.” Mark moves closer and pokes at their pockets with the still-wet rim of the bottle, leaving alcoholic circles on Steve’s faded jeans and Gary’s khaki chinos. “You got five bucks? How about you?”

“Hey, look.” Gary slaps at Mark’s hand, sending the bottle to the ground for the second time. “I don’t have five bucks now. But check with me tomorrow after you meet with Henry. You heard the voice mail he left us. ‘Mark, stop by the office tomorrow for a chat,’ ” Gary recites from the message that had been waiting for them at the Mondrian. “ ‘Make sure to enjoy your stay.’ You see? Even he wants us to have a good time.” Gary hops onto one of the beds and leans back, wiping some gum from the sole of his beat-up sneakers, then places them on the expensive Mikata bedspread. “We’ll be on easy street.”

Mark shakes his head, unbelieving, while Steve moves toward Gary in a show of solidarity.

“I agree with Gary, Mark.” He sits down, sinking into the soft mattress. “You’re being way too uptight about this.”

“Yeah, man,” Gary continues to double-time Mark and his worries. “First of all, you were a total wreck all last night and this morning. You talked for years about how you couldn’t wait to get out of our bogusly small hometown, and then, as soon as you do, you’re homesick for it.”

Mark flinches.

“I’m not homesick for it. It’s just . . . I didn’t like lying to Laura that way, saying we were leaving yesterday when we were actually spending the night with your friends in North Carolina.”

“Oh, I see. You can lie to her about screwing some chick on tour a few months ago, but heaven forbid you fib about your itinerary.”

Mark stares into the floor as Gary and Steve high-five each other.

“But, you guys”—Mark sinks into a soft black leather chair next to the minibar—“we can’t get carried away with this.”

Steve, who isn’t listening, grabs the laminated room-service menu from a drawer.

“ ‘Carried away’?” Gary says as Steve orders up a lobster dinner in the background. “Who’s getting carried away?”

•  •  •

In the morning, Mark climbs into a rental car he finds waiting for him in the driveway, a burgundy Plymouth Acclaim, trying to remember the directions the concierge gave him the day before when Mark gave him the address Henry James had left on the hotel’s voice mail.

Once on the road the car feels like it’s gliding on a cloud. Power steering and brakes, automatic transmission, air conditioning blowing in his face like a storm, the radio blaring. Mark feels that if he takes his hands off the wheel the car will steer by itself and neatly deliver him to his destination.

Sunset Boulevard winds first past tattoo parlors and strip joints, then a succession of swank-looking eateries with names like the Roxbury Cafe and Chin Chin. A little farther down are a few strip malls replete with the coolest two-storey McDonald’s Mark has even seen and a Rafallo’s Pizza. After a few more blocks the restaurants get nicer, then worse, then better again, the street more like a stock price than a road, constantly changing, up and down.

“Ooh, there’s Tower Records,” Mark says out loud, as if this will prevent him from getting lost. “The guy mentioned that, I think.” The record store is a one-storey yellow-and-red bunker, stretching back from the street as guys in yellow windbreakers direct traffic in the parking lot. Mark tries to spot the addresses on the businesses around him, but he can’t get a clear view from the cars passing on either side of him.

The road takes a deep dive and curves to the left, and by the number of amazingly huge houses with neatly manicured lawns it’s obvious to Mark that he’s now in Beverly Hills. Palm trees line the road like towering streetlights, fronds dancing in the midday breeze. There are wide sidewalks and a grass-covered island that separates the two lanes of traffic.

“Wait a second. I think I’ve gone too far.”

He turns into a side street and makes a left, heading back up Sunset. Coming east to west he sees the number 9750 in large black letters on the side of a white-and-blue building. A golden placard above the address reads Pacific Media Arts International, and underneath this, A Division of the Kobiyashi Entertainment Group. Mark cruises through a yellow light and parks on the street, slipping into a space left vacant by a white BMW, which speedily pulls away from the curb.

“May I help you, sir?” a receptionist sitting behind the front desk asks him as soon as he enters the air-conditioned lobby. With his faded red T-shirt and jeans, Mark doesn’t look like your average guest.

“I’m here for a meeting?”

“Sir?” The woman replies, lifting up the phone and about to call security.

“Uh, Henry James?” Mark says, unsure of it all himself. “My name’s Mark, uh, Pellion.”

“Oh, yes,” she says, relieved. She dials. “Have a seat.”

Mark sits down in the bustling lobby as the receptionist answers the phone and receives messengers and food deliveries from the Thai restaurant around the corner. Sometimes she is signing with one hand and operating the large switchboard with the other. Mark is duly impressed.

From the half dozen people wandering in and out of the lobby, a lanky man approaches. He seems about Mark’s age.

“Are you Pellion? From Bottlecap?”

Mark looks up from the issue of Billboard he’s glancing at. At first he thinks the man talking to him is from the Thai place, wondering where to drop off the food, eager for a tip.

“Uh, yeah, but I don’t—”

“Don’t what? You’re here for Henry, right?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“I’m Hanes, let’s go.”

He hastily gets up as the man, who he can now see has shabbily arranged blond hair and sagging jeans over which hangs a long black sweatshirt, is already halfway down the hall before Mark can catch up.

“Uh, are you also in A&R?” Mark asks, trying to make polite conversation and forcing his voice forward as Hanes leads him through the labyrinthine hallways.

Hanes barely slackens his pace as he looks back, points to a spot on his sweatshirt where his breakfast burrito from that morning has dried and crusted, and says, “I’m not exactly executive material . . . Not yet, at least. I work in the mail room but I help out from time to time as needed.” As he expertly takes a corner, making sure to show off the employee lounge with its three vending machines and patio, his reddened eyes focus on Mark’s own bloodshot ones. “But don’t you worry about me. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.”

After a few more twists and turns, Mark is led into a large open room with cubicles sectioned off into work spaces in the center, while offices line the perimeter, glass windows with mini blinds looking into the center section, and tinted windows looking over the traffic currently jammed on Sunset Boulevard.

“Here you are,” Hanes says before clearing out a black plastic scoop marked HENRY JAMES, tucking the bundle of mail under his arm, and heading back the way they came. Mark absent-mindedly pulls a five out of his pocket and turns to hand it to the man, but he’s already gone.

As Mark watches Hanes fold into the traffic of the office, he sees Henry approach. The A&R man walks quickly down the hallway, followed by a number of subordinates, each trying to get his opinion on something. Signature on a check, approval on artwork, and so forth. Henry nonchalantly gives his okay with a nod, dashes off his signature with a flick of the wrist, indicates that a question bores him by rolling his eyes. It will have to wait until later. He is so much more in his element than when they had met a few weeks ago back in Virginia that Mark barely recognizes him. Confidence has changed his face the way that fatigue had lowered it before.

Bottlecap had just finished coming off a disastrous four month tour that was only supposed to last two months but that doubled in length only as their misfortunes seemed to quadruple. Clubs canceled at the last minute, other clubs that had been scheduled months in advance suddenly hadn’t heard of them. The van broke down, then their gear fucked up. Money once literally flew out the window after a vandal had shattered the passenger-side window and Steve had put the dinner money on the dashboard, only to watch as the wind carried it into the night. It was only through the gracious hospitality of a small number of fans who gave their cold floors and warm food to Mark, Steve, and Gary that Bottlecap managed to survive. The trip proved to the trio that they wanted more out of their musical careers than survival. So when Henry James, a scout for Subterfuge Records, showed up a few days later and began offering large amounts of cash, promises of recording a record in a professional studio, releasing a CD with national distribution, and producing a video, the boys jumped at the chance. Or rather, Mark had jumped while the other two looked the other way, complaining about all the jumping going on just so they could bitch about it later. It would have all seemed to be happening too fast for Mark if he hadn’t already been waiting for years.

Henry stood a few inches under six feet tall. It was hard to tell for sure exactly how many under because most of his shoes seemed to have large blocklike heels to remedy however short he was. His hair was brown-blond, cut short and sitting in awkward layers around his head, as if he were growing out a Caesar haircut. His eyes were deep blue and penetrating, looking like the glow of two rockets that propelled the streamlined spaceship of his face. He seemed too good-looking to be just a record executive, a fact that seemed to occur to Henry as often as to those around him.

Back in Kitty, Steve had called him “the math teacher” simply because he was wearing a blazer in a small club in Virginia at the tail end of the summer, where any male wearing a shirt with buttons would have been considered overdressed. Henry had indeed looked stiff that night, something—the A&R man confessed to Mark later, over dinner—that was due to the fact that he had been on the road for nearly as long as they had; he had been crisscrossing the country looking for a new band to sign to the label.

“You, Mark, are it,” he said as he leaned across the table of the Chinese restaurant, a small dragon carved out of wood the only thing between them. They had grown that close. “Bottlecap is the band.”

Mark had heard that A&R men were always these young, hip guys whose come-on to eager bands was that they were one of them, regular dudes, when they were really slick company types, wolves in sheep’s clothing. But Henry looked as if he’d be uncomfortable in any clothing other than his own, which he had specially made for him by a tailor in Brentwood. This made Mark feel that even if he was being somehow cheated, at least he wasn’t being tricked.

“Any trouble finding it?” Henry James asks as he scoots by Mark and into his office. Mark follows.

“Yeah, actually.”

“Good, good. Come in.”

On the wall are posters for bands Mark has never heard of but who must be some of Henry James’s other discoveries. A sepia-tinged photo of four guys dressed in vaguely cowboy getups says RANK AND FILE above their Stetsoned heads. Each band member looks off into the far distance, past the eye of the camera, as if stoned.

“They’re playing at the Palomino tonight,” Henry says as he steps behind his desk, clearing away a pile of promotional CDs, faxes, and interoffice correspondence as he does so. “Say the word and I’ll put you on the guest list.”

Another poster is of four girls, one posing with a stand-up bass, the others sitting in old elementary-school-style desks. Three of them are pretty, while the singer is heavyset, butch. Below the quartet the word WHISTLEBAIT is spelled out in a thick font.

“How are they doing?”

“Actually, we just dropped them. The only reason they ever got signed in the first place is because of their parents. Rich types. Knew lots of people. Warhol, stuff like that. ’Course, now he’s dead.” Henry pulls a tack out of the lower left corner of the poster, the lip curling up instantly, as if it hadn’t been up for long. “Never liked them anyway.”

“Henry,” Mark says lightly, “how come the sign in the lobby and outside the building said ‘Pacific Media Arts International’ and not ‘Subterfuge’?”

“Subterfuge is actually a newly created subsidiary of our parent company, Pacific Media. Pacific deals mostly in old catalog material, a few pop groups, ‘best of’ collections from artists you’ve probably never heard of, and sound tracks for films which never make it into theaters. We were bought last year by a Japanese concern”—Henry coughs into his hands—“and as part of that, uh, expansion, we’re creating new divisions, trying to cross over into that alternative market.”

Mark bristles at the word alternative.

“Let’s just say that our new bosses discovered that there’s an awful lot of kids out there with fifteen bucks just eating a hole in their worn-out Levi’s.”

Mark self-consciously looks down to his own worn-out Levi’s.

“So, how are you liking the Mondrian?”

“Fine, fine. Steve and Gary are having the time of their lives. Which reminds me, shouldn’t I have brought them?”

Henry makes a phffft sound.

“Mark, like I said in my message. This little meeting is just to get further acquainted. As an A&R man I don’t have the jurisdiction to draw up a contract. That has to be done by a lawyer.”

“Are you saying I need a lawyer?”

“Nah.” Henry waves the comment aside. “We’ve got a firm we’re really friendly with and we’ll let them sort out all the little details. In the meantime I do need to get your John Hancock on this little baby.”

Henry James pulls out of a manila folder a legal-sized piece of paper covered front and back with small writing.

“What’s this?”

“This is a letter of intent, or deal memo, as it’s sometimes called. It’s no big deal, it just says that Bottlecap will sign with Subterfuge Records, a division of Pacific Media Arts, once the contracts are drawn up.”

“But this isn’t the actual contract?” Mark scans the preprinted form where Henry has written in a few dollar amounts and percentages, the numbers they had agreed on when he visited Mark in Virginia the week before. He signs it quickly.

“No, not at all. Like I said, this is just a little informal thing that the boys upstairs like to have in their filing cabinets. After all, we flew you out here, right? We’re putting you up at the Mondrian, right? Say, how do you like that place?”

“You just asked me that.”

“And what’d you say?”

“I said it was fine.”

“Anyway, don’t get used to it. The Mondrian, that is. We’ll be moving you out after the weekend. Subterfuge has a house in Hollywood, right near the studio, where we put up acts during the recording. I’ll have Hanes give you the directions.” Henry makes some notes on a legal pad and Mark notices he’s right-handed and not a lefty, like he is. This makes him jumpy, and he’s tempted to think the deal, this trip, his future is already doomed. “After that you guys’ll head to the studio and meet Kenneth Kelly. He’ll be producing the record, and when you meet him he’ll show you around and lay down the schedule for the recording.”

Mark’s making so many mental notes he’s running out of space even though they always said the large map of the brain would go forever untapped. Everyone’s except Mark’s, which is currently busting at the seams.

Kenneth What? Studio, schedule? What day is this?

“Oh, uh, okay.”

“Good. Now, do you have any questions?”

“Yeah.” He tries to cover his malnourished white, saggy flesh showing through a rip in his jeans. “When will we get that, uh, money? You know, the guys were asking.”

Henry leans back. The same old questions.

“Well, we’ll have to process some paperwork first. But it shouldn’t be too long. A few weeks, tops. I’ll have Hanes deliver the checks as soon as they arrive.” Henry looks to a Post-it note sitting beside a legal pad on which he’s scribbled a few topics he wanted to cover for Mark’s initial meeting. MONDRIAN. ADVANCE. NO SINGLE. Like an actor trying not to be seen reading cue cards, he says, “Oh, I listened to your tape . . . and I have a few reservations.”

Mark can see, to the side of the pile of paperwork that Henry kept referring to, the tape he’d just mentioned. It was something Bottlecap had recorded before heading out on their last tour. It was all of the songs they’d written during the past year, all of the songs they intended to put on the record they were going to record for their friend’s label once they got back on their feet after the hellish trip. Now that fortunes had changed considerably, Mark’s mind had not. Those eleven songs were still the only ones he wanted on his major-label debut.

“Reservations?”

“Thoughts, really. I mean, I like this stuff, I like it a lot.” He laughs. “I wouldn’t be signing you if I didn’t, right? But the problem is . . . I don’t . . . well . . .”

“Well, what?”

“I just don’t hear a single. Nothing is sticking out as being commercially viable, not immediately at least. A single song isn’t rising to the surface. I’m speaking tunewise, of course.”

“I always thought ‘Parisian Broke’ was a strong song, or else ‘I Like This Frown.’ The crowds always seem to react strongly to that one.”

“No, no. One’s too slow and the other’s too long.” Henry James leans across the table and touches Mark’s elbow with the exposed tip of a ballpoint pen, leaving a star-in-the-sky dot of black on his soft white expanse of skin. “I know all about the old jokes like ‘A&R stands for “Arguments and Recriminations,”’ but that’s not the way I want it to be. I’m on your side. But, we have got to get you heard on the radio. And that means a hit single, and a hit single is the engine that pulls the train. Of course, sometimes running a song up the charts is like pissing in the wind . . . it feels great but it doesn’t accomplish much. However, you guys have got to get some exposure. And I don’t know how else to do it.”

Mark just sits there. He cannot think of anything to say.

“Look, I’ve got a meeting to get to. I hate to cut this short, but promise me you’ll consider what I’ve said?”

Mark excuses himself from the table, his stomach queasy. He stumbles through the maze of offices before finding himself again in the lobby.

“Good luck,” an attractive, auburn-haired receptionist, different than the hour before, calls out to Mark as he slides into the already moving revolving doors.

“Yeah,” he calls back, only half interested, “whatever.”

He notices there’s a parking ticket tucked underneath one of the windshield wipers of the rental car, rolls his shoulders, and takes it from underneath the long, black eyelash of plastic, rips it into quarters. He passes back by the Roxy and the Whiskey Au Go Go. He semireads the names on both marquees, doesn’t recognize any of the bands, then tries to imagine Bottlecap sandwiched in with the others but just can’t. He searches for a decent radio station on the stereo but gives up after hearing the same Whitney Houston song on no less than three different stations at the same time. Some crap about how she’ll always love you.

A valet rushes out to park the car just as he pulls into the driveway of the Mondrian. He rides up the elevator in a sort of trance.

“So?” Gary rushes him at the door. “Is it official?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Mark stumbles into the room. “What’s that smell?”

“Oh, we ordered room service,” Gary says casually, as if a week ago he wasn’t trying to total grocery prices in his head so he wouldn’t be stuck at the checkout line without enough money to pay and have to put things back, which was what happened every time anyway.

“Again?”

“Yeah. So, what? Is it official?”

“Like I told Tweedledee a second ago, yes.” Mark plops down on the bed. He looks over to the table, which is filled with trays with two plates, each with a round bone and strips of fat, the shell of a baked potato, and two salad bowls, both empty except for three cherry tomatoes in one and half a dozen carrot slices in the other. Lying next to the empty plates are eight beer bottles. Heineken. “Geez, guys, no filet mignon? I’m sorry you had to settle for rib eye. Will you ever forgive me? And imported beer is the most expensive thing they had? Couldn’t they find some German guy to come up here and brew it for you fresh? I hate the idea of you two having to drink it out of the bottles. It’s so . . . so . . . Philistine.”

“Okay, okay,” Gary admits, “we went a little overboard. But who cares? You said so yourself, the record company’s picking up the tab for all of this. Why not live it up a little?”

“A little?” Mark asks, watching as Gary drains four drops from every beer bottle in order to get one good sip and Steve soaks up the last of the steak sauce with the rump of a sourdough roll.

“What’s with you, man?” Steve asks with his mouth full, using all of his saliva to soften the crusty bread.

“Yeah,” Gary adds. “Why aren’t you enjoying any of this?”

“Why is everyone, you guys included, acting like we just won the lottery? That some anonymous guy in a bad tuxedo just gave us a million dollars and doesn’t expect anything in return? That’s not the way it is.” He kicks at the expensive carpet that lies under him. “Don’t you guys see that? You know, when I was leaving the offices, the receptionist called out, ‘Good luck,’ in this ominous tone, as if they were keeping all the bands who didn’t have good luck in the basement or something. It’s like, this company doesn’t want to be our friend. We’re just a cash source to them.”

Gary walks over to Mark, begins patting him on the back. “Talk about solipsism! I’ve heard of people thinking they were the center of the universe, but you’re like some fucking black hole that’s trying to suck everything else down with it.”

“All I’m saying,” Mark says calmly, “is that we’re going to have to earn this money”

“And we will,” Gary returns, as if swatting back a tennis ball.

“But what if we don’t?”

Gary stares blankly into Mark’s long, drawn-out exclamation point of a face.

“This is what we’ve been waiting for,” Steve says, sitting down cross-legged on his own bed. “Why are we all fighting about it?”

“But that’s just it.” Mark gets up. “It’s not what we’ve been waiting for. We didn’t call this guy and tell him to come see us. We didn’t record a demo tape and then shop it all over the country. We just wanted to make music, and none of this”—he casts a disdainful glance around the room—“was a part of it. Until now.”

“You’re saying you don’t like this?”

“Maybe I do,” Mark says, adding softly, “maybe that’s what scares me.”

“Don’t be scared of success. Embrace it. Fuck, man, we’re going to have this town by the balls. Hell”—he motions toward the window overlooking the entire city—“we already do.”

“But that’s just it. We don’t. Driving home I saw so many people just crowded onto the streets and so many clubs with so many bands inside, and man, that’s happening all over the country. And I just wonder if we’ll make it, because if not . . .”

“If not, what?” Steve ominously asks.

“Well,” Mark says, “could you go back to your shit job for five bucks an hour after staying in a place like this and eating stuff like that?” He points at the trays of food that, even empty, smell delicious. “Can you imagine even going back to Kitty? I can’t.”

“You’re being a defeatist, Mark. So many bands never reach this stage, never even get this far, and you’re just sitting there knocking it, being Mr. Minus.”

“Negative,” Steve says, “you mean Mr. Negative.”

“Yeah,” Gary continues, “Negative. I just think you’re purposely looking on the bad side just because you’re afraid of the good.”

“No, it’s not . . . it’s just, I don’t know. I was in the office with James and I signed that piece of paper and, man, it was just so anticlimactic. Like I’d been thinking about it for so long that once it finally arrived it was no big deal. Maybe that’s what’s really scaring me, not the fact that we’ll just be some one-hit wonder, if we’re that lucky, but just that I’m not really feeling anything. To be honest, I’m not even really scared. I’m really just not anything”

“Jesus, man, nothing’s going to make you happy. First you get a great chick like Laura and then you dump her. Now you get this major chance that most people would kill their mothers for, and you’re just sitting there like it’s just another day.”

Mark swivels in the chair and turns to the window, looking out onto the city that was a stranger not more than twenty-four hours ago but already feels like a monkey on his back. In the background he can hear one of the guys slap the other and say, “Can you believe this guy?” Mark can’t believe it, either.

“Okay, okay,” he says. “I’ll try and enjoy all this.”

“Good,” Steve says, sighing, “because I’d hate to have to go back to Kitty now, looking like losers. Especially after I . . .” His words quickly fade.

Mark, still consumed in his own thoughts, takes a second to react.

“Especially after you what?”

Gary, an ally only moments before, retreats to the opposite side of the room, sits on the bed, and absentmindedly plays with the address tag on the handle of his suitcase.

Steve remains silent.

“Come on, Mr. Drummer, not after what?”

“Well,” he backs into a wall, “not after I told everyone. You know, where we were going and all.”

“Jesus!” Mark explodes. “You told everyone? Hopefully by ‘everyone’ you mean your very small and uninfluential circle of miscreant friends from the comic book shop and not idiotic loudmouths like Jim, Stoner, and Dave.”

“Well, sort of. You see, I didn’t tell Dave, since you insisted. But yeah, I told Stoner and Jim.”

“Why?” Mark’s voice rises. “Why?”

“Because I was proud, okay? Because I was excited. Aren’t you?”

“No, frankly, I’m not.” Mark, beginning to feel shaky again, crosses the room and sits in the black leather chair. “I’m fucking scared shitless.”

Gary leans forward. “But why? This is what you’ve always wanted.”

“I know, I know,” Mark says quickly, as if trying to convince himself. “It’s just . . . the fuckup potential is growing so large now. I mean, Henry’s already talking to some U.K. labels for a licensing deal, trying to get us a slot on some big tour as opening act and maybe a second stage gig on Lollapalooza this summer . . . I don’t know. It’s all going too fast. It’s out of control and we haven’t even started making the album.”

“Hey, do you guys know something?” Steve asks. “This just occurred to me last night, just as I was falling to sleep. I can’t remember my boss’s last name. Isn’t that great? Jack . . . Jack . . . Jack . . .” He keeps snapping his fingers but the name won’t come. “Since we were out on tour and came out here, my mind’s a complete blank. And I like it that way. Well, you know what I mean. I just feel like we’ve left those shackles behind us, cast them off forever. Why go back to them? Why even consider it?”

There’s silence for a few seconds as Steve’s words soak in.

“Decker,” Gary says, repeating, “Decker. Jack Decker.”

“But, guys, look,” Mark says, breaking his stare on the second hand of a clock on the wall that keeps going around and around. “We’re talking failure on a global scale now. Do you comprehend what I’m talking about? Imagine walking down a sidewalk in Kitty and tripping on a crack and falling head over heels. Well, no harm done, right? Worst thing that happens is a few kids playing street hockey or an old lady mowing her lawn will see, and maybe she’ll invite you inside for a glass of milk and poppy-seed cake and you’ll actually come out of it all ahead. But now imagine tripping and falling and having the entire world watch, having your tumble beamed all over the world, live, via satellite. Even the astronauts orbiting the earth at who knows how many miles per hour will see. Can you even fathom that?”

Steve turns to Gary.

“What’s poppy-seed cake?”

“You guys! Listen to me.” Mark lets out a heavy sigh. “They’re making up the contracts right now, as we speak. Once we sign them there’s no backing out. You sure this is what you want?”

“I’m sure,” Gary says.

“I’m sure,” Steve agrees.

“We’re both sure,” Gary says again.

“Okay, then.” Mark throws up the words. He sees his bass player cross the room and approach him.

“Come on, man, don’t be depressed.” Mark feels Gary’s hand massaging his shoulder. “We just ordered more food!”
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One day, in practice, when Bottlecap had been together almost three months, Gary looked at Mark, then to Steve, then to the floor, where their incubatory set list was held down with about an inch and a half of silver duct tape. Mark thought something was wrong, that something had thrown Gary off, or he wanted to stop the song and start over. Gary kept looking around but kept playing, so Mark and Steve did too. After the song was over Mark asked him what had been the problem.

“Nothing,” Gary said in a combination of shrugging it off and pouting.

“What do you mean, ‘nothing’? Then how come you look all pissed off?”

“It’s just . . .”

“What?”

“The set list.”

“What about it?” Steve asked.

“It’s just . . . I’m sick of doing the same seven songs in the same order. Every time we practice,” Gary said, leaning up against his rig.

Mark looked over at Steve.

“Yeah, I am too, sort of.” Steve leaned forward on his drums, an elbow on each tom-tom and his face cradled in his hands.

Mark stared back at them.

“Jesus, guys, all we have is seven songs. I mean, come on, we’re a new band. We don’t have fifteen years of material to fall back on, okay? And it’s not just that . . . we’ve got a good order for our songs.” He tried to stare both of them down. “And it works.”

But Mark’s staring them down did not.

“It’s like,” he tried to explain further, “you’ve only got a few pieces of furniture in a room. No matter how you rearrange it, it’s still going to be the same old pieces of furniture.”

“Yeah, but even a little bit of rearranging is a change,” Gary said, putting down his bass, signaling that the practice was over even though they still had a nonrefundable prepaid half hour to go. This was a week before they would get their little practice shed in the woods, where they could play whenever they wanted to, for as long as they wanted to, even though various girlfriends and the six-packs of beer either Steve or Gary would bring usually kept a practice to about two and a half hours.

Mark watched as Steve followed suit, tearing down his drums, looking sort of pissed off as well. With his toe Mark kicked out the three-inch cables connecting his various pedals, beginning to see their point. Even a little switching of the order would bring some variety to the practice sessions, and maybe we could even switch off picking the order. One day Steve could pick it, the next day Gary, and then me. It’ll make us feel like equal members, even though I’m the one who got us all together, wrote the songs, and picked out the name. But Mark didn’t want to tell them any of this. He wanted to stick to his guns. His plan was for Bottlecap to become machine-gun tight even if it meant boring the other two, even alienating them to an extent. He knew they wouldn’t flat out quit, because they’d already come too far, were just a few weeks from playing their first show. All of them had played with various bands in town long enough to know that the rapport they’d developed was not only distinct but rare. So they did what Mark said, and it was just another brick in the foundation of Mark becoming leader of the band, a direction he was consciously steering himself toward anyway.

“So, uh, how long should it take?”

Mark looked up, startled, thinking Steve and Gary had already left. Steve was standing in the doorway, his leather case of drumsticks under his arm and a half-empty bottle of Rolling Rock in his hand.

“Huh?” Mark placed his guitar back in the case, snapped the two-inch leather strap over the neck to keep it from slipping, closed the faded silver lid, one of the hinges creaking. “How long should what take?”

“For that guy, what’s-his-name, at the club. The Scene.”

“Todd? The owner? Yeah, so”—Mark squatted on a bent knee, packing his distortion and overdrive pedals into an old suitcase covered with band stickers—“what about him?”

“Well, how longs it going to take? For him to get back to us? About playing?”

“Oh, that.”

Steve was referring to a crude demo tape they had cut the week before using a four-track tape recorder belonging to Jim, a former boyfriend of Marks current girlfriend, Laura. About a month ago, and against Gary’s wishes, Mark had decided that Bottlecap was ready to play live. They had a half-hour set, most of the necessary confidence, and enough chops to get them through a weekday night at the Scene, sandwiched between three or four other bands in the same situation. The only problem was that Kitty was such a small town that the Scene was the only place to play, and Todd, the owner, knew this. It was a fact he used to lord over the small musical community in town. If Todd didn’t like you, you didn’t play. Period. Mark had met him only twice, once to ask if Bottlecap could play, when he was gruffly told he needed a tape, and again to give Todd the tape he’d grumbled about days before. On neither occasion did Mark come away with the sensation that he was well liked.

“Uh, any day now, I hope.”

“Yeah, well”—Gary switched his bass case from his right hand to the left hand—“let me know when you do. Okay?”

“Uh, sure.”

“So, you guys want to get a beer?” Steve suggested, taking the last drag of the one in his hand and tossing it into the trash.

Mark was startled. A few minutes ago he was sure they were pissed at him, and now they were being friendly. He wasn’t quite sure what to think. This was the biggest problem he had being in a band, not dropping picks or his guitar falling easily out of tune but the separation of friendship and personal matters when it came to band politics and the music. It was pretty much the same dynamic used with roommates or lovers, acknowledgment that the relationship was built on friendship but that there was also business to get done. How could you get as mad as you wanted at your dorm mate when she ate the last of your cream cheese, knowing that after you finished shouting at her she would be spending the next semester with you, like it or not? Or how did a lover broach the subject of morning breath without endangering the mood of that day’s lunch and dinner? The answer was, of course, delicately and with maturity; but the members of Bottlecap were barely in their twenties and the only balance they were concerned with was the scale of alcohol and sex.

“So, Pellion, you coming for that beer, or what?”

“Oh, no. Can’t.” He finished loading up his gear and carried it out to his car as Steve held the door open for him. “It’s my and Laura’s one-year anniversary tonight. She’s going to try and cook. Wish me luck.”

That night she had attempted to make veal scallopini and he couldn’t taste the veal and wasn’t sure what scallopini was, so he didn’t know whether he was tasting it or not. But they consumed two bottles of good red wine and the bread was fresh and garlicky, and afterwards they laughed, smoked too many cigarettes, and reminisced how they met twelve months before.

When they finally made it to the bed, drunk but not too drunk, Laura slyly led Mark’s hand to the underside of his pillow, where he found a pair of silk boxers and a Monet card in which she had written, “Happy Anniversary. I’ll always love you.”

Of course, the second that Mark, Steve, and Gary began to be successful, Mark forgot all about this night and many others just like it.

•  •  •

A week and a half after Mark had delivered the tape, Todd called him back. Bottlecap would be playing at the Scene along with four other bands that Thursday. Mark didn’t know if he should be happy or scared.

A few days away from the show, each of the band members was mixed with equal amounts of excitement and fear. At one point, just two days exactly before they were to take the rickety stage of the Scene and belt out their opening number, “Playing Hackeysack with the Punks,” Mark could no longer tell the difference between giddy expectation and no-holds-barred fright. And yet, just as Tolstoy said that “every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way,” so was it that no member of Bottlecap was anticipating gigging in the same way.

Steve was frightened of the technical difficulties that could arise—breaking a drumstick halfway through a song, or the little metal chains under his snare drum staying loose when he pulled the lever to tighten them, causing the drum to sound embarrassingly hollow. Steve was afraid he would forget his patterns to all of the songs. His brother Phil (who didn’t help matters by closing his throat and making choking noises) prophesied that, on Thursday night, Steve wouldn’t remember the order of the shout one-two-three-four! that led into almost half of their songs.

Gary also was nervous. He was afraid of the way the crowd might receive the band and its music. He was afraid that, after working their asses off in the hot rehearsal space all summer, they would get onstage, perform their set, and then only hear a faint cough, the clinking of a few glasses, even the minuscule sound of the back of a match colliding with a scratchy stretch of cardboard in response. Gary had his own confidence in their songs, yet there was a creeping, nagging doubt. Are any of these songs good? Would I buy these songs if I hadn’t been involved with them from the beginning? If I saw my band playing on a stage, would I watch, throw beer bottles, or place a quarter on the console of the cigarette-burn-strewn Galaga video game in the corner and wait my turn with my back to the stage?

For Mark, the horror was different from Gary and Steve’s anxiety. It wasn’t stage fright, or that people might hate the songs. He just didn’t want it to be anticlimactic. He didn’t want to shrug his shoulders and say to himself, Is that all there is?

Mark had wanted to be in a band for so long now that he couldn’t remember when it ever began. He couldn’t begin to calculate the hours spent after school staring at the cardboard album covers of his favorite bands. Then there were afternoons when he and his friends gathered in the old field on the outskirts of town, elbows slung over the handlebars of their Jag, Mongoose, and Redline BMX bicycles as they talked about the band they were going to form. They doled out the instruments among them, Mark, even then, deciding on guitar. The guy who showed up to the meeting last was stuck with bass, since no one was ever sure exactly what a bass player did. In the videos the bass players were always in the background, and that one in the Rolling Stones barely moved, but every band had one, so Mark’s band would have one, too. Mark can’t remember those friends’ names, but he remembers the planned names of the groups they came up with. When junior high came and they were scattered to different classes, the one who was supposed to play drums was bused to a different school entirely, the band dissolved before it could even form.

Mark got turned on to music again in high school through Jim’s radio show during lunch at Kitty High and picked up a guitar and taught himself how to play it. Now, even though he was about to make his debut onstage with his group, formed only a few months before, it was the culmination of a dream planted in his head for over half his life. The closest he’d come so far was when he borrowed Phil’s drum set and he and a few friends mimed to Scorpions’ “Blackout” at a school talent show in the sixth grade. Mark remembers that the event took place in the cafetorium (budget cuts demanded the auditorium and the cafeteria be merged, and the former cafeteria was then divided up into new classrooms) and before the show he broke a girl’s lipstick in the library because he’d never seen one up close. During the song, which seemed woefully low in volume, not blasting like they’d hoped, he had barely raised his head. The one time he looked over the gold-glittered Gretsch bass drum he saw his mother and father in the front row trying desperately to look proud.

Mark just wanted to make sure his relationship with playing live was a long-term love affair and not a conquest. He was afraid that once he faced down the fear, he’d never feel the itch again, because the challenge would be gone. Yeah, he knew he’d done it, so why would he have to do it again?

•  •  •

The night Bottlecap were to make their debut at the Scene, the plan was to get in a few hours of practice, load up the instruments in Mark’s fathers van, and then head over to the club. They were scheduled to go on at midnight, so they were meeting at nine to have enough time. Mark arrived at the practice space a few minutes after nine and was, as usual, the first one to arrive. Ten minutes later Steve rolled up in his green Volvo.

“Hey, did you hear?” he began, in a mock-excited voice. “Gary’s car broke down! He’s stuck up in Richmond! We’re going to have to call off the show.”

“Huh?” Mark said, feeling crushed but also a tad relieved. “What?”

“Ahh, just kidding.” Steve pulled the bag of drumsticks out of his car and jabbed Mark in the ribs with it. “Anyway, sorry I’m late.”

“Yeah, real funny.”

Gary showed up a few minutes later and they set up and began to play. They started off with the songs they usually screwed up on, “I’ve Been Talking to Stephen Hawking” and “I Like This Frown.” For some reason or other, during “Stephen Hawking,” Gary came out of the first chorus too slowly and it threw the others off, and Steve was always struggling with the drum part of the verses in “I Like This Frown.” They played each song twice again and, surprisingly, nailed them each time.

“Okay, cool,” Mark said, wiping some sweat from his forehead and checking his watch. “It’s ten o’clock. Let’s run through the set real quick.”

Ten minutes later, halfway through their third song, “Ham on Wry, Hold the Malaise,” Steve froze.

“What is it?” Mark turned around. Steve was sitting on his throne, drumsticks placed across the snare drum, his left hand clutching his right shoulder.

“My neck,” he said weakly. “Can’t . . . move . . .”

“Come on, stop kidding,” Mark said, tired of his jokes.

“I’m not kidding, Pellion. This is that old pinched nerve I got when I worked as a box boy at the grocery store three summers ago. I told you, it comes and goes, remember?”

“Seriously?” Gary asked, lighting up a cigarette and leaning against his Mesa Boogie cabinet.

“I’m serious, you assholes.” Steve fell to the floor and began rolling around, his hand now tentatively kneading the back of his neck.

Mark looked to Gary, who spit out a mouthful of smoke, rolled his shoulders in a don’t-ask-me fashion, and flipped the yellow STAND BY switch on his amp, the low-end hum crackling out and then off.

“Well, what do we do?” Mark said to anyone who would listen, only no one was. Steve lay on the floor, dead, his eyes closed. Gary was playing with a large plastic case shaped like Darth Vader’s head, in which he used to carry Star Wars action figures, which now stored his bass tuner, spare set of strings, strap, picks, and cords. “I mean, Steve, can you play?”

“I don’t know,” Steve croaked, barely lifting his head off the ground. “I’d like to cancel, but . . .”

“But nothing. I had to beg Todd for this spot, and if we fuck up tonight he may never give us another shot.” Mark took off his guitar and went to where Steve was lying prostrate on the smelly practice-space floor. “Look, everyone knows it’s going to be our first show. No one’s expecting us to be good. We just need to make sure the people buy some beer and then make sure they don’t throw it at us. Okay? Can you do that much, at least?”

Steve sort of rolled over, like a cockroach stranded on its back.

“Yeah”—he tried again—“but I won’t be able to carry anything.”

“That’s okay. Me and Gary will do it, okay?”

Gary, finally noticing other people in the room, looked up.

“What? I’m not carrying his drums. The last time I helped with the drums the ride cymbal fell on my toes and—”

“Gary, shut the fuck up and grab something, okay?”

He tossed Darth Vader to the side and, grumbling, got up.

Gary and Mark loaded their stuff in first, beginning with the amps and then the guitar cases. Mark wedged his suitcase filled with gear into the space between the wheel well and Gary’s bass case, hoping the amps on casters wouldn’t roll backward and crunch the guitars.

Back in the rehearsal room, Steve was now sitting upright in a chair, his right shoulder sort of hunched, but his elbows resting on his knees. In his hands he held a Penthouse magazine, his eyes earnestly scanning the pages.

“Feeling better?” Mark asked as he slung a golf-club bag filled with Steve’s cymbal stands over his own beginning-to-ache shoulder.

“Getting there,” Steve nonchalantly replied.

A half hour later they were loaded up and ready to head across town to the club. As Mark hopped in the driver’s side, with Steve limping to the passenger seat, they noticed Gary retreating to his own car, parked to the side of Steve’s.

“You going to, uh, follow us there?” Mark asked, hope in his voice.

“Actually,” Gary began, hesitating, “I’ve got to go pick up a friend’s girlfriend.”

“Which friend?”—his eyes tried to find Gary’s in the scarce moonlight—“and which girlfriend?”

“Uh, you know, that guy John?”

“The one in Juvy?” Steve asked, rotating his shoulder over and over, wincing in pain.

“Yeah, that’s him,” Gary called back. “His girlfriend wanted to come to the show and I’m going to go pick her up.”

“But doesn’t she live up in Mechanicsville?” Mark asked.

“On the outskirts, I guess, but don’t worry. I’ll be there in plenty of time. By the way, do you know if they’re going to be carding tonight?”

“Why?” Steve managed to laugh, despite the agony. “How old is she?”

“Never mind, just make sure her name is on the guest list.” Gary hopped in his car and sped off. “Samantha!”

Mark watched as the taillights faded into the night.

“Uh,” he said quietly, “we don’t have a guest list.”

•  •  •

Once at the Scene, Mark scrambled to the liquor store next door and bought a travel-sized bottle of Tylenol for Steve. Steve chugged half a beer and ate about four tablets, continuing to knead his neck and upper arm. Since he was busy in his physical therapy and Gary was off playing chauffeur, Mark was the only one left to unload the van. He began with the drums, unceremoniously dropping them on a little patio to the side of the raised stage, where the second-to-last band of the night was preparing to go on.

“Hey, watch it!” Steve called out from the bar, clutching a half-empty Corona. A girl was giving him a back rub. “I just bought that kick pedal.”

The inside of the club was warm and muggy, more so than usual, it seemed. This fact, coupled with Mark’s own nervousness and the strenuous workout he was getting from unloading the equipment, made him start to feel hot and damp. He brushed his dark blue sleeve against his glistening forehead and was horrified when it came back streaked with moisture.

No, he begged his body, don’t get me all sweaty before I even go on.

Mark struggled, as usual, with his Twin Reverb amp, the power cord and vibrato/reverb foot pedal falling out of the open back and onto the gravel-covered alley behind the Scene. He picked the whole thing up, one of the casters falling out of its place and lost temporarily in the rock-strewn ground and dimly lit surroundings. Mark walked through the door to the side of the bar from the van to the stage half a dozen times, Steves shouts to be careful with his equipment alternating with Todd’s yelling at him to hurry up.

Once Bottlecap was loaded in, Mark had a chance to relax, drink a beer, and watch the band now onstage. But it felt weird; how many times had he leaned against this bar, waiting for a band to go on or enjoying one of them playing? He tried to rationalize that this night was no different, only it was. Instead of turning to Laura and saying, “Let’s go home early, I’m tired,” he was in the next band to go on. He turned and looked around the club he’d been going to for almost three years, which suddenly looked different to him. He was already no longer part of the audience, though he’d yet to play a single note.

The pressure was getting to him and Mark went into the bathroom off the main entranceway. Stickers of other bands were everywhere, over the mirrors, on the cracking tiles, toilet seat, and even pipes that looked near bursting, trails of rust-colored water leaking out of the tired seams. And where there weren’t stickers, there lay the fuzzy residue and ghostly outlines of stickers from years ago, worn off naturally or picked away by a jealous thumbnail. Mark took a quick piss, his fifth of the night, and headed back out to the bar.

“So, where’s Gary?” Steve crawled to Mark’s side.

“Huh?” He was shaken out of various worrisome thoughts. “What?”

“Gary.” Steve pointed to his watch. “This band just said they’ve only got a few more songs and we are without a bass player.”

Mark quickly consulted the large Miller Genuine Draft clock hanging above the bar. Steve was right; it was eleven-forty-five, close to show time, and Gary was nowhere in sight.

“What was that girl’s name?”

“What?” Steve shouted.

“That girl!” He shouted back. “Should we call her?”

Steve looked perplexed.

“What girl?”

Mark waved him off and ran outside, stopping on the way to take another piss. He dropped his jeans, the heavy belt he was wearing sending the worn-through Levi’s straight to the ground, but his shriveled-up penis just lay there, half sucked into his body as if he’d been swimming. He could feel the slightly warm burning sensation in his bladder, only nothing would come.

Outside, Todd was standing behind a small podium counting money, mostly $5 bills, the price of admission for the night.

“You ready to go on, Pellion?” His head bobbed as he spoke, not letting up the counting inside his brain.

“Oh, yeah,” Mark said, trying to sound confident.

Down the sidewalk came half a dozen young kids. They were sort of stumbling, probably a little bit drunk or stoned or a combination of the two.

“Hey, who’s playing tonight?” asked one of the guys, his arm around the waist of a good-looking girl. Behind them were two more couples.

“Varsity Donkey Kong,” Todd said gruffly, “from North Carolina.”

“Oh, thanks,” the young kid said, and the group kept moving down the sidewalk.

When they were safely out of hearing range, Mark turned to Todd.

“Why didn’t you tell them about us?” he asked. “Why didn’t you say, ‘A hot new local band, Bottlecap’?”

This time Todd stopped counting. He lay the wad of cash on the wooden stand before him and looked deep into Mark’s eyes.

“Because you’re not hot or new. You’re just two guys who can probably barely play their instruments and have too much time on your hands, so you sit around and write songs while Daddy helps pay the rent.”

The worse thing was, Todd was right. Almost.

“Actually, there’s three of us.”

“But I only saw you and the hunchback.”

“Yeah, well.” Mark glanced down at his watch again. Inside the club he could hear the lead singer scream out, “Thank you, good night, Esporia!” Off by one town. “There’s supposed to be one more.”

“Look, Pellion, I don’t care if it’s just you solo, but get up there and play. It’s getting late. Curfew’s coming and I want to sell some alcohol.”

Mark ran back inside the club. Steve was trying to drag his bass drum from the patio as the band loading off the stage stared at him queerly. Mark ran to help Steve but felt the gnawing below his stomach to take yet another piss. He knew this was impossible since he’d relieved himself already a dozen times that night. He ignored the feeling and began to help Steve load the equipment onto the stage.

When there were only a few pieces remaining, Mark felt some assistance come from the left.

“Need a hand there, partner?”

He looked up. Gary was carrying his preamp in his right hand and a gig bag over his shoulder.

“Y-y-you’re lucky I’m too nervous to be pissed,” Mark managed to get out. Even though the stage was much smaller than the floor of their rehearsal space, they were still able to construct a semifaithful re-creation of the way they set up at the practice, Gary to the left while Mark took the right, and Steve in the center behind them.

“Mike?” Steve said, his eyes just a slit as he continued to wince in pain. “What about microphones?”

“Oh, yeah.”

Mark noticed there were three mike stands branching up from heavy circular bases placed around the stage, but at the top of the crab-claw neck, no microphones were inserted. Mark ran to the bar, where Todd, his confidence in Bottlecap completely evaporated, had given up the door and figured he’d try and push the mixed drinks, since it was already a quarter after twelve and he was lucky to have the dozen or so people milling around the bar. After all, it was just a Thursday.

“Mikes,” Mark shouted out, “microphones.”

Todd, cleaning a beer mug, didn’t even look up.

“Talk to the soundman.” He pointed with a suds-covered hand to a wire-mesh cage.

Mark zigzagged through a few customers, who looked familiar, and tapped on the painted black fencing with his sweaty palm.

“Hello?”

A shadow emerged from the darkness, a row of red and green lights from the mixing console the only illumination in the thin space.

“Yeah?” A hiccup.

“Hey, I’m in the next band and we need three mikes.”

The shadow disappeared for a second but then reemerged with the three microphones in his hands. He exited the cage and Mark followed him to the stage.

“I hope you brought your own soundman,” the guy said. He was short, about five five, with sandy brown hair, tousled, his eyes glazed over and his lips wet.

“Why?” Mark cautiously asked.

“Because I’m . . . drunk,” the soundman slurred.

Great, Mark thought to himself, fucking great.

“Look,” he told the guy, “just make sure my vocals are turned way up and that the others are just midrange, okay? We’ve got our levels set, so just make sure the vocals are up high.”

Mark jumped up on the stage as the soundman snapped the mikes into the necks of the stands and then connected the eight-pin plugs, which led back into a mixer hooked up to the club’s PA. He noticed there were no monitors set up onstage, though he could have sworn seeing them in place for a band who played earlier. Stepping in front of his mike stand, he adjusted it a little, and it reminded him that it was the first thing a stand-up comedian did when taking the stage. Some comedians could even make that funny, but Mark, as he fumbled with the goddamn stand, it not wanting to work for some reason, hoped people weren’t laughing at him. He left it where it was, a few inches too tall, but that was okay.
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