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For Laura, Olivia, and Clara




Life is neither a good nor an evil:


it is a field for good and evil.


—SENECA THE YOUNGER


Under the bridge downtown


Is where I drew some blood.


Under the bridge downtown


I could not get enough.


Under the bridge downtown


Forgot about my love.


Under the bridge downtown


I gave my life away.


oh, no


Here I stay.


—RED HOT CHILI PEPPERS





One



It’s dark. I’m scared shitless. My heart pounds out of my chest, and I can’t seem to steady my breath.


The corridor is narrow. Walls are closing in on me. I breathe deep—in and out. Stomach does cartwheels.


I’m not alone. I hear them out there—voices crashing together, forming a roar that steadily builds. How did this happen? Most of it’s a blur. But here I stand and there they wait.


Then, thundering like God commanding Moses: “Hollywood! Would you please welcome Astral Fountain!”


Troy counts off eight on his drumsticks and—Boom—I lay down the first three power chords in the opening riff of our first song. The crowd erupts and surges forward. We’re out the gate. Troy’s laying down a solid beat. Drexel—in his black leather pants, Ray-Bans, and tee depicting Colonel Sanders’ head sticking out of a bucket of chicken—tears into the vocals and flies the length of the stage in three giant leaps. Jay blisters the bass line. It’s a wonder his fingers aren’t bleeding.


Sounds loud and mighty.


I’m shaky. Too stiff. Not looking at anyone yet. Imagining I’m alone in my shitty apartment playing to my mirror instead of a nearly packed house of 500 plus. I hit the solo hard, but I’m tight. All brain, no balls.


I can’t fuck this up.


A&R execs are in the house. The night is dubbed The Best Unsigned Bands in L.A. Four groups—Sunset Nation, Year Long Disaster, the Pontius Pilots, and us—each play an hourlong set with one encore. After the coin toss, we ended up the closers. Our job is to send the crowd off with—as our flier promises—an unforgettable dose of straightforward rock with a modern edge.


I stare up at the massive crystal chandelier that hangs over the floor of the El Rey Theatre. Try my damnedest to turn my brain off. Zone in on a cluster of crystals blinking like a beacon and let their flickering crayon box of colors envelop me. And then a wave of peace hits me square. My hands begin to move on their own. My Blackie Strat starts talking and I’m not pulling the strings. I’m out of my own way. Finally. I start to surprise myself, get lost in the music, and feel possessed.


Hands reach up to me from the mosh pit. I see faces out of the corner of my eye, but I won’t acknowledge them. Not yet.


A blast of euphoria as I start my solo. Goddamn—I love this. This is why I was put on this earth.


Solo nailed. Drexel spins across the stage like the Tasmanian Devil and finishes the song on his knees. The crowd explodes. “Fuck yeah!” Drexel screams. “We are Astral Fountain and we are here to ring your ears.”


By our third song—an anthem Drexel and Jay wrote called “Creed”—I’m in the zone, standing taller. The band is right in the pocket. The crowd sways in unison. The chandelier is a wicked kaleidoscope. Finally, I’m at ease and make eye contact with the crowd. The first pair of eyes I lock with are bloodshot. Dude in the pit with a yin-yang tattoo on the top of his head is drenched in sweat. Crusty lips. Looks like he could drain a water cooler dry. Ecstasy. Too much of it. Probably won’t remember he was here tomorrow. I scan the first two rows. A blonde—silicone jugs like basketballs—mirrors my solo on her air guitar. She’s spilling out of her Kings of Leon tee. I nod and wink. She smiles back. Target acquired. I play my balls off for Blondie and her twins. I do some harmonizing with Drexel and Jay.


I soak up the ambience of the theater. The chandelier dominates the room, but so does the sea of red. Everything’s seriously red—the walls, carpets, ceiling, and booths that line the side walls. It feels like I’m trapped in an artery. The place used to be a movie theater back in the thirties. Hit the skids and wound up as a concert venue in the early nineties. It’s a building with a lot of shadows. Definitely haunted. I feel restless spirits in the air, but I don’t care. They can do their thing. I’m doing mine. I’m not in that business anymore.


Next up is our ballad—“Shelter.” Journey through Hollywood’s underbelly. Drexel introduces the song with the story of how he and Jay wrote it in rehab in 2007. Then he makes his little public-service announcement about the scourge of drugs. Speak for yourself. I hate this part of the show. Wish he’d just shut up and sing.


Drexel’s vocal range on this one runs the gamut of the vocal scale. Starts down in Barry White territory and ends up somewhere in Robert Plant-land. Amazing range this kid has. And charisma to boot.


We close the set with the song that got me hired—“Layla.” And I’m the star on this one. When I end with the bird chirp, the crowd goes apeshit.


We pulled it off.


The house lights come on. Barbie waves and flashes me from the pit. Yes!


We take our bows.


That’s when I see him—three-quarters of the way back. Can’t be. Jay pulls me off stage before I can pinpoint if it’s really him.


We stand in the wings soaking up the cheers. “Dude, you were a mad man out there,” Drexel says to me. He takes a huge swig of Tazo tea. A twenty-one-year-old kid who doesn’t drink. A pity.


I nod and grin. “You, too.”


Jay types on his phone. “What the fuck?” I say to him.


“Tweeting,” he says.


The house lights dim. We march back on stage for our encore. Zone in on the location where I thought I saw him. He’s not there. Move toward center stage for my solo when I spot him again. It is him. He’s made his way to the center of the pit.


Ned.


Excuse me—Dr. Ned Ross. Standing there in the same lame khakis and brown sweatshirt he was wearing the last time I saw him a year ago. Hasn’t lost a pound. I lock eyes with him for an instant before redirecting my gaze to the chandelier. No way. Not tonight. But a mini-glance back toward him confirms that he knows I’ve seen him. He’s grinning, reaching up with the rest of the hands tomahawking me during my solo. The yin-yang X-tripper runs amok in the pit. He’s bulldozing like a sumo champ when he plows into Blondie, knocking her flat on her ass. Then he barrels the other way and Ned extends a leg all nonchalantly, trips him, and gets a dozen high fives for the effort. A brawl breaks out as we take our final bows. The house lights go up and we watch six guys stomp the shit out of the yin-yang wrecking ball. Ned has moved aside to watch the carnage, laughing his ass off. He waves and yells my name but I ignore him as we leave the stage.


Our manager, Bo Flanigan, herds us into the closet-sized dressing room and slams the door shut. It flies opens a second later, but Bo slams it shut again and orders Syd, our stage manager, to stand guard and tell any would-be trespassers that the band is locked down for fifteen minutes of mandatory decompression. “No one gets in until I open the fucking door,” Bo shouts. “Understood?”


Syd nods and ducks outside.


Bo’s always edgy. Talks fast. Always looks like he just rolled out of bed. Midthirties, but looks fifty. Stringy red hair. Drinks like a champ, but not even the hint of a beer gut. Sweats like a contestant on The Biggest Loser. You don’t need to slap a cuff on his arm to know his blood pressure is up there. Just standing next to him, you can taste his stress. He owns two pairs of jeans, a dozen concert shirts from the nineties, an official Rolling Stones tour jacket from the Bridges to Babylon tour, and a Rolex—a parting gift from The Killers. Bo led them to the promised land and they dumped him after they signed their record contract.


Bo knows music.


Bo’s smart. He’s aggressive, but not pushy.


“You slayed ’em, boys,” Bo says. “I smell a record deal. Ira Bowersock was in the crowd. I spotted him.”


“Me, too,” Jay says. “He was into us.”


Bo reaches in a cooler and hands Red Bulls to Drexel and Jay. He cracks open a Stella for himself, but glances at Drexel and then Jay before taking a swig. “This gonna bother you?” he asks them for at least the hundredth time. “I’ll dump it if it does.”


“Fuck no,” Drexel says.


“Drink up. Celebrate,” Jay adds.


Bo hands Stellas to me and Troy. Beer has never tasted better. Troy downs his in two gulps and throws his head back. He’s the elder of the group—thirty-one. A decent drummer—nothing special. But he’s a presence—big, thick, blond, always bloated and puffy. Only wears head-to-toe red. I call him the fire truck. I’m standing next to him, all in black. We look like Crips vs. Bloods. He’s a serious binge drinker, mostly beer. The way he just downed that first one … we’re in for a long night. Troy cracks open a second one. “I’m getting righteously fucked up tonight,” he says. Hollywood, be warned.


Now that drinking has commenced, Drexel and Jay put a few feet of distance between me and Troy. They play for the clean team. Drexel’s demon was heroin; Jay’s, booze and pills. They met at Promises Treatment Center in Malibu. I assume they were born with golden spoons. Twelve steps with an ocean view doesn’t come cheap. Neither does their gear or their clothes.


Jay McCollum—stage name JayMac—is the best musician among us. He’s a gifted guitarist, keyboardist, and harmonica player, but on bass, he’s truly brilliant. Plays with such speed and power that the instrument transforms into a six-string rhythm guitar. A twenty-five-year-old African-American god of thunder and a solid, even-keeled guy. Always looks cool on stage with his Kangol and expensive silk shirts. Dead serious when it comes to music. Never flies off the handle … unlike Drexel.


Word on the street is that Drexel (no last name) is the bastard son of a famous rocker. Rumors run the gamut from Axl Rose to David Lee Roth to Flea. He won’t confirm or deny it. It’s one of those juicy rumors that gets us some mileage on the local music websites. He’s twenty-one going on twelve. Bitches about everything. Doesn’t believe in paying dues. But he possesses an authentic stage presence. Impossible not to look at. A triple-E front man: entitled, egotistical, and exceptional. Those are the guys who usually make it. A giant pain in the ass, but he’s going to be a rock star. I know it. And I’m along for the ride.


Bo knocks on a table, demands attention. “When Ira comes back to chat, I do all the talking. Understand?”


We all nod. This’ll be our third meeting with the legendary Ira Bowersock. The man who discovered and signed Garbage, Green Day, Marilyn Manson, Kid Rock, and Nickelback—to name a few. Been at Warner Music twenty-three years. Started out as a radio-promo scrub; worked his way up to executive VP of strategy and business development. Fucking big shot. Just got run out in a reorg when the new CEO came in.


Ira spotted us before EMI or any of the other major labels. He took us all to dinner at Bouchon. Sized us up. Spent time chatting with each one of us. Asked a lot of questions about our musical influences. He struck me as smart and driven the first time we met.


“So does he have a label or not?” Drexel asks. “I don’t care about his past. What’s he doing now?”


“Still counting his severance package and cashing in his stock options,” Bo says. “Word on the street is he’s flush, he’s pissed off, and his new label will be launched within sixty days.” Bo raises a hand of caution. “What we have to find out is if Ira’s little venture is a midlife crisis or if he seriously wants to get back in the ring and make music.”


“A start-up?” Drexel gripes.


“If this guy is serious and we can get in on the ground floor …” Bo lets it hang. Can’t speak for the others, but I understand. Big fishes in a small pond wouldn’t be a bad place to start.


Drexel pouts. “I don’t know,” he whines.


Drexel’s still licking his wounds, still pissed off that we got turned down by EMI. It was fun the few weeks it lasted. A metrosexual A&R exec with a cheesy smile and a wimp-ass handshake wined and dined us for a couple of weeks. Steak dinner at Cut. Praised us up the ass. Kept using the word solid. Told us he’d help us find our sound. Take us global. Make us rock gods. Three minutes in and I pegged him as a hollow chocolate Easter Bunny. Didn’t know dick about music.


Did I mention I pretty much hate everyone? That includes trust fund pups with uncles high up on the EMI food chain. Fuck them. They’re a big bloated megacorp. And while Drexel and Jay were drooling over his every word, I wasn’t drinking the Kool-Aid.


Didn’t matter in the end. After our six-song EP made the rounds internally, EMI passed.


“All right, boys,” Bo says, cracking open a beer for himself. “Enjoy yourselves, but go easy until our meeting with Ira is over. Syd!” he shouts at the top of his lungs.


Syd throws open the door and at least a dozen people rush in, drinks in hand. As if the rest of us are invisible, the majority of the crowd rushes right up to Drexel.


It must be good to be the front man.


I duck out of the room and into the corridor that leads from dressing rooms to the stage. The entourages of four hungry bands are on a major high. Beer is flowing. Shots are downed. The smell of weed—good weed—fills the air. Despite the rivalries, camaraderie is high. We all kicked ass. There’s an electric crackle of something good buzzing. It’s hope, and it’s contagious.


I like moments like this, when people, me included, are brimming with positive energy. Tonight, we all believe that destiny’s calling, that there’s something just over the horizon so good that it’s terrifying. Some people like to talk it up during moments like this. Boast. Beat their chests. But not me. I keep these moments to myself. Tuck them away. There sure as hell aren’t many of them.


I walk by the members of the Pontius Pilots. Jeremy Bayre, the drummer, hands me an open fifth of Jack. I take a big, fat swig. It burns delightfully and I get a little shiver as it slides down the hatch. Further down the hall, I cross paths with Barbie and her twins. We awkwardly get in each other’s way as we try to pass. We laugh.


“You’re really good,” she says.


“So are you.”


She giggles. Sounds perfectly ditzy.


“Enjoy the show?”


“I love you guys,” she says.


God, up close her tits are even bigger than I thought. “I’m Kane.”


“Wendy,” she says with a killer smile and nary an ounce of brainpower.


“Can I get you a drink?” I ask.


“Vodka?”


“I think that’s doable,” I say, taking her by the hand and leading her back to our dressing room. As soon as we walk in, the other guys start ogling her. I hate letting Wendy out of my sight for the twenty seconds it takes me to dig Bo’s bottle of Belvedere out of the cooler and fill a red plastic cup.


Just as I hand Wendy her drink, Bo enters and lets out a piercing whistle. “Attention! Guys, Ira wants a word.”


“I’ll be right back,” I tell Wendy. “Help yourself to the Belvedere.” Troy, Drexel, Jay, and I follow Bo into the corridor where Ira Bowersock is waiting with a smile. This guy oozes success. Late forties. Salt-and-pepper hair. Five o’clock shadow. Jeans. Untucked white shirt and navy blazer. George Clooney would play him in a movie.


“Ira,” Bo says, hugging the guy. “Glad you made it.”


“Wouldn’t have missed it,” Ira says. He has a deep, DJ voice. He’s heard the EP. This is the first time he’s seen us live. Here comes the verdict.


He makes eye contact with each one of us. “Look, guys, I’ll be brief,” Ira says. “You put on a killer show. I liked the EP. You’re catchy, but you also have a rev in your engine. It’s music to dance to, or rob a 7-Eleven at gunpoint to.”


We all laugh. He defined us in three seconds. He’s good.


Ira looks at Bo, then at us. “I think if we can put some meat on your bones—lyrically, stylistically—you might pop.”


Drexel winces. He doesn’t believe he needs an ounce of meat on any bone. Boy needs to find his poker face.


“The rumors are true. I’m starting a new label,” Ira continues. “Nothing official yet. Just leased some rehearsal space temporarily out by Van Nuys Airport. I’m building a studio in Burbank.”


Bo smells blood. “Congratulations,” he says to Ira. “But if you’re really interested, we need to know now. Other labels are calling. Tonight’s gonna put us over the top.” Bo’s stretching the truth a little. Now that EMI passed, only a handful of minor labels are still courting us. But if Ira doesn’t know EMI passed yet, Bo’s strategy might just work.


“Let me get away and think,” Ira says. “I’ll be in touch this week.”


Holy shit, it’s a maybe. “When’s your next gig?” Ira asks.


Bo hands Ira a flyer. “Friday night. At the Whisky.”


“I’ll be there,” Ira says.


Bo plays it cool. “You and many others.”


I study Ira as he walks away. He doesn’t stop to talk to any of the other bands.


I have a good feeling about this guy.


“I don’t know,” Drexel whines again.


“Listen to me,” Bo says sternly. “I know the lay of the land. If this guy is serious and we get in on the ground floor, this is an elevator that won’t stop climbing.”


We stand there silently for a few minutes.


Bo breaks the tension. “Work is over,” he says. “Go have fun.”


We all go separate directions. I’m about to make a beeline back to Wendy, but Syd stops me short of our dressing room. “There’s some fat old dude out front who won’t leave,” Syd says. Says he’s a friend of yours. Should I let him come back?”


“No,” I snap. I’m not mixing worlds. Ned’s not welcome in this reality. “I’ll go out and see him. Do me a favor,” I say. “Go pour Wendy Whoppers another Belvedere on the rocks and tell her what a genius I am.”


He laughs. “Yeah, right.”


I walk down the crammed hallway to the stage. Look down. There he stands in front of the stage, all two hundred eighty-five pounds of him. Dr. Ned Ross. Ghost from the past. He grins. “Look at you. Eric Clapton up there. Guitar Hero. Big rock star—can’t respond to emails or phone messages?”


“Sorry, it’s been a crazy year,” I say, extending my hand down. He grabs it, plants his foot on a chair, and I pull him up onstage. “Fuck, you’re heavy,” I groan. “What happened to that blood type diet you were on?”


“I did what it said. It didn’t work.”


“You can’t lose weight eating roast beef every day. It’s fucking impossible. It doesn’t matter that you’re O-negative.”


“I’m thinking about getting that lap band.”


“Just lay off the Funyuns and pizza. Get a dog and walk him. It’s not rocket science.”


“If it were as easy as rocket science, I’d have washboard abs by now,” Ned says.


And with that, we’re right back in our groove.


“Why’d you come?” I ask.


Ned takes in the view of the ballroom from the stage. “To hear the music.”


“And?”


“I wasn’t disappointed. Your band doesn’t suck. Actually—truthfully—you’re pretty good. You’re the nucleus … and I’m not just saying that ’cause you used to be my friend. You really nailed ‘Layla.’”


“Thanks,” I say.


“I also came to talk shop. I might have something for us. Could be big.” Ned looks at me intently. I don’t flinch.


“I’m done with all of that. I told you.”


“Just hear me out.”


I still like this guy, but I want to turn and run. “No.”


“You still have the soul trap, right? You didn’t destroy it?”


“It’s right where I left it.”


“I may need it,” Ned says.


I’m getting jittery. I need to get away from him. Away from my past. Back to the band—to Wendy.


“What’s the problem?” Ned asks, impatiently. “It’s me. It’s Ned. We’re still friends, right?”


I don’t answer. I’m having trouble breathing. My pulse is racing. The hair stands up on my arms. I feel like I’m being watched from behind. That old feeling is back.


“I mean, why does it have to be all or nothing with you?” Ned demands to know.


“You have to understand something. This …,” I say, raising my arms and glancing around, “… is my present. You’re a reminder of the past.”


“That stings,” Ned says. “Got ice in your veins, Kane,” he adds, chuckling in disbelief.


“No offense,” I shoot back. “When past and present collide, it fucks me all up.”


“We’ve been through a lot,” Ned adds. “I have feelings, you know.”


Christ, take a hint already. “I know,” I say. What does he need me to do—write it in blood for him? He’s not getting back in. I feed him some bullshit: “You know me—I’m not good at balancing things.” Then, the truth: “You know me—I’m an asshole.”


He laughs. “Yeah, I know you. And I’ve sure as hell missed you.”


He is not going away. Ever. “You wanna talk? Catch up? Fine. But not now.”


“When?” he asks.


“We rehearse almost every night. Next week?” I can turn next week into next month.


“How about tomorrow? You rehearse on Sundays?”


May as well get it over with. Whatever. “Fine. Tomorrow night works.”


“I’ll meet you at that bar by your apartment. What’s it called?”


“The Frolic Room.”


“Yeah. Nine o’ clock. Okay?”


I haven’t been to the Frolic Room since I throttled the bartender. It was the day I kissed off my past. Kind of miss that jukebox, that smell of rot. “Okay,” I tell him.


“Bring the soul trap.”


It’s a demand, not a question. I flinch. Even though I haven’t touched it in almost a year, it’s still mine. I’m the one who uses it to hunt down, capture, and send ghosts from this world to the next. I’m the one who risks my hide, scrambles my brain to project my soul inside the trap to face the spirits I trap. It’s the coolest fucking toy in the world, and like a bad kid, I don’t like sharing it with anyone, even the guy who helped design and build it.


But if I keep it, I’ll never escape from my past. I’ll never bury the ghost hunter persona that defined me for a decade. “All right,” I finally say. “I’ll bring it.”


“Okay, then,” he says. Damn, he picks up on my reluctance. He knows me too well. “I’ll let you get back to your festivities.”


“I’d invite you back for a drink,” I lie, “but—”


“Nah,” he growls. “I’d stand out like a turd on a wedding cake.”


I laugh. I kind of miss that.


Ned clumsily jumps off the stage and lands on his feet with a thud. “That hurt,” he groans. “Damn knee.”


I watch him limp across the ballroom. He stops and turns. Yells, “Thanks, Kane.”


And then I get a shiver. There’s a spirit in this old theater. The minute I tuned back in, I felt it.


I kind of miss those shivers.


I wave good-bye and head toward the dressing room. Hopefully, Wendy’s plastic cup is empty and she’s ready for a night of fun. Syd stops me short of the dressing room door. “You may not want to go in there,” he says.


I ignore him. Walk in. Drexel’s making out with Wendy, one hand on her ass, the other up her Kings of Leon tee.


Goddamn it, Ned.


Wendy sees me out of the corner of her eye and totally ignores me. Starts nibbling Drexel’s neck like a vampire toying with her prey.


I turn and aimlessly wander. Syd’s laughing. “I told her you were a genius,” he teases. I give him the finger. “Twenty bucks says he bangs her on the premises.”


I walk away. A few minutes later, I see Syd waving madly at me from down the corridor. “She’s blowing him,” he mouths at me, slowly and deliberately, as he points to our dressing room.


It must be really good to be the front man.





Two



Feels weird to walk the streets again with the soul trap in my backpack. Felt trippy just seeing it again resting in its lockbox. It’s almost a year to the day since I tucked it away behind a drywall cutout in my bedroom closet. It has power. No matter where I am in that shitty apartment, I feel its presence—its pull. I give myself kudos for pushing it down.


It’s less than a five-minute walk from my dump on Yucca to the Frolic Room at Hollywood and Vine. Feels like forever since I’ve stopped to bask in the light of the iconic neon sign above the door. It was my North Star for years. Feel like I should genuflect on Gary Cooper’s sidewalk star before walking in.


I cross the threshold.


I’m home.


I take a deep breath. Still dark. Still the size of a shoe box. Still as stale and musty as a closed casket. Still haunted.


“Friend of the Devil” greets me. Surely a Deadhead Ned jukebox pick. There he sits, his back turned to me, a gin and tonic in hand. I take a seat next to him. Back in my favorite corner stool against the mirror.


The bartender sees me, raises his hands in mock praise. “Behold. Rejoice. The prodigal son returns.” Gabe’s his name, I think. Still a smart-ass. No wonder I choked him. He walks over bearing gifts—a bottle of Jameson and a Harp. “Still drinking the Irish?” he asks.


I nod and extend my hand. He fills my shot glass with a flourish. He looks trimmer, healthier. His curly blond hair is grown out. His doughy face is leaner. “You dropped some poundage,” I say.


“I’m in training,” he says.


“La Brea Bakery must be out of business.”


Ned laughs.


“How’s life, Kane?” the bartender asks. “Haven’t seen you since when?” He pauses for effect, strokes his chin sarcastically, “Oh yeah … since that day you almost crushed my windpipe?”


“Seems like just yesterday.”


He laughs and walks away.


“What?” Ned asks. “You attacked the bartender?”


“He had it coming.”


“Do you actually want to go to jail, or do you just feel you have to?”


“It was a bad day.”


“When?”


“Guess.”


Ned gets it in a second. “The day you had it out with Eva? The day the article appeared?”


Nod. Drink.


He keeps going. “The day … after Donna and Ollie—”


“Don’t push it,” I snap.


“Sorry.” He holds his glass up. “Cheers.”


We clink. “Cheers.”


After “Friend of the Devil,” “Rainy Day Dream Away” by Jimi Hendrix plays. I down my shot.


“I saw this one on the jukebox and remembered that drive we took to Lompoc. You really dug this song.”


Nod. Drink.


“I only played three tunes,” Ned says. “You missed the first one.”


“What was it?”


“Bertha,” he says, all proud of himself.


I revive our normal tired shtick. “You and the fucking Dead, already. You oughta be ashamed.”


He volleys back—same as ever. “One day, when you grow up, you’ll understand.”


I get up and make my way to a genuine Hollywood power spot—the Frolic Room jukebox—and feed it a five. Ned started something with “Friend of the Devil.” I’m gonna finish it. Make my selections carefully. Try to ignore what’s playing—a despicable three-song selection played by some douche bag trespassing on my turf.


Unbearable.


Michael Bublé followed by Jack Johnson, followed by the founding father of all wuss rock, Dave Matthews.


Unforgivable.


I return to my stool where a fresh round awaits. My songs kick in. First selection: Van Halen, “Runnin’ with the Devil.”


“You picked this one?” Ned asks.


Nod. Drink. “So what did you want to talk to me about?”


“I don’t know—a lot of things. Ever straighten things out with Eva?”


Shot glass shakes in my hand. Drain it. “None of your business.” I look away.


Ned spies me through the mirror. “You know, she was telling the truth. She didn’t write that story.”


I stare back at his reflection. Big gulp of beer. “I don’t care.”


“There was a brouhaha at the Times over it. That Cross guy got shitcanned.”


Turn and give him the evil eye. “I. Don’t. Fucking. Care.”


Second song kicks in: “Devil Inside”—INXS. Ned holds up his gin and tonic and looks at it in the dim light shining from a saucer lamp above. “This glass is dirty.”


I look at his stained sweater. “Are you kidding me?”


“It’s all right,” he says. “I think I’ll have a margarita after this. I’ll ask for a clean glass. Think that bartender makes a good margarita?”


“Highly doubtful.”


Then, out of nowhere, he has the balls to say, “You really kind of blew it with her. You really should look up Eva and sort things out.”


I squeeze my empty shot glass. Eyelids twitch. I shoot off the barstool. “I’m outta here.”


“Come on,” Ned says, grabbing my arm and pulling me back. “Sorry. I’ll shut up about it.”


“Don’t mention her again. Understand?”


Tense silence for a couple minutes. Finally the third song starts. “Devil with the Blue Dress” by Mitch Ryder and the Detroit Wheels. Ned smiles. “I get it,” he chuckles. “You’re a clever little shit.” He drains his gin and tonic, plucks the lime out, gives it a suck. “Always entertaining with you, kid. You should be a DJ. Have your own show on XM. Kane’s Rock and Roll Theme Hour. Can’t wait to hear what’s next.” Against my advice, Ned goes with a margarita.


Fourth song is a fun little throwaway: “The Devil Went Down to Georgia.” Ned loves it. Rocks to the beat and taps along on the bar. Tequila’s going straight to his head. “You happy in that band?” he asks me.


“Yeah.”


He asks gingerly, “Do those guys know anything about your previous career?”


“They googled me. Found the article.”


“And?”


“They got a kick out of it. Felt a lot more comfortable when I assured them I gave up that line of work … for good.” Take that, Ned.


“Astral Fountain,” he says, all slow and dramatic. “Weren’t you in a different band a few months ago?”


“Yeah. And it was ten months ago.”


“What happened?”


“Astral Fountain’s been around a couple of years. They were on the verge, but their guitar player was holding them back. When they finally booted him, I got invited to audition.”


“So you bailed on your other band?”


“We weren’t going anywhere. I went from having a hobby to a real job. I did the right thing.”


“Still stay in touch with that Pat guy—the EMT? Wasn’t he in that other band?”


“Yeah.” Ned’s pushing all my buttons tonight. Pat and I didn’t part on good terms.


“Do you return his calls or did you cut him out of your life, too?”


I’m off my stool again. “Look, we all know I’m a lousy friend—a general shitbag. OK? You win.”


“Sit down,” Ned says, all innocently. “Just busting your chops.”


Another stiff bout of silence. Beck’s “Devil’s Haircut” is up next. The bartender strolls over. Pours me another shot. “Kane, I’ve got a helluva supernatural yarn for you. Good versus evil stuff. Tell me when it’s a good time.”


I look at my watch. “How about fuck you o’clock?”


He winks at Ned and warns, “Don’t piss this tough guy off,” before sauntering away.


I need to take control of this drinking session. Formulate an escape plan. Now. Get Ned talking. Pour margaritas down his throat. He’ll drone on for an hour about nothing and then doze off. “How’s your job?” I ask him.


Ned licks salt off the rim of his dirty margarita glass. “Same as it’s been for twenty-plus years. Ingrained. I could teach my classes in a coma.”


“Retire then. Consult.”


“Nah. A few more years till my financial ducks are in a row. Plus, I keep hanging in to see if I ever meet a kid as smart as me.” He takes a big sip of his margarita and shoots me a sad look. “Never happens.”


“Never will.”


“It’s weird,” he says. He wrestles with saying something or not, then blurts out, “I’ve been down in the dumps lately.”


“Depressed?”


“I guess so. Feels weird. For me.”


“They have pills for that, you know.”


“Ahh …” He waves that notion off. “Get on the prescription train and you never get off.”


Ned—depressed? “What’s the matter?”


He thinks about it for awhile. “Nothing specific. Just bored. A little lonely. Getting old. More tired than usual.”


What? Ned? “This does not sound like you talking.”


“Tell me about it.”


“You could see a shrink.”


“Please,” he says, all dismissively. “It’d be like Stephen Hawking telling his troubles to a chimp. I’ll snap out of it.”


“Get some exercise. That’ll help.”


“How would you know?”


Springsteen’s “Devils & Dust” is up next. Ned changes the subject. “How are you getting by?”


He hit my sore spot. As always, I’m broke. “I make a little gigging. Not much. Burned through almost all of the money from that priest in Lompoc.”


“I still can’t believe I had to lean on a priest to get paid.”


“He was pissed about that article,” I remind him. “Who can blame him?”


“A deal’s a deal—that’s all I’m saying. Just because he’s a priest doesn’t mean he can stiff us. So that money’s gone?”


“I’m racking up credit card debt as usual,” I admit.


“How much?”


“Just shy of twenty grand. Put last month’s rent on my MasterCard.” Damn. Now I’m saying more than I should. Booze has loosened my vocal chords. “Eating a lot of mac and cheese.”


“No Lean Pockets?”


“Too expensive.”


“Seriously,” he says, making it a point to make eye contact, “if you need some money—”


I cut him off. “No.” The last thing I need is to owe Ned money.


“I can front you some cash. No problem. Just a loan.”


“No,” I say, firmly. “But, thanks.” Try to joke it off by saying the unthinkable. “If this keeps up, I’m gonna have to get a real job.”


“Can’t happen,” Ned says, chuckling. “The world would stop turning.”


“Sympathy for the Devil” starts just as Ned asks, “Did you bring the soul trap?”


Here we go. Finally. The real reason for this un–happy hour. The bartender derails our conversation yet again by pounding out the opening bongo solo of the song on the bar. He belts out a couple of Jagger-like “Yows!” I wave on another round. I’m one drink away from being able to cope with where this conversation is headed.


“The trap’s right here,” I say, kicking my backpack on the bar rail.


Ned leans over, picks up the backpack, and looks inside. “It’s vibrating,” he says.


“It always vibrates in here,” I tell him. “Place is haunted.”


“Should we do something?”


“Yeah. Let the ghost drink in peace.”


Gabe the bartender has Superman ears. Strolls over from ten feet away with our drinks. “You talking about the spirit in here?” Guy never learns.


“Yeah,” says Ned. “What about it?”


Gabe refills my shot glass and says, “There’s something here all right. I’ve seen him in the mirror.” He’s not bullshitting us. Once, when I was sitting by myself at the bar, I saw the reflection of my face change. Someone else was looking at me. A man. It happened in a flash. Can’t tell the bartender, though. He’ll talk our ears off about it.


“Private conversation,” I snap at him.


“Got it. Customer’s always right,” he says, walking away.


Ned inspects the backpack again, whispers to me, “So I can take it? You’re okay with that?”


“I brought it here, didn’t I?” I whisper back.


He grins at me. “You’re curious. I know it. I can tell.”


“Screw you. What do you know?”


He holds up the backpack. “I know the soul trap is as much a part of you as that guitar.”


I don’t answer. That about says it all.


“I’ll tell you what’s cooking—”


“Don’t.”


“I have to tell you. Just hear me out.”


“Whatever,” I say. But he’s right. I’m curious. “Fine, but be concise.”


“Shout at the Devil” by Mötley Crüe plays.


Ned’s two drinks behind me, but fading fast. His margarita isn’t going down smoothly. His blood sugar’s whacked. Put a fork in him. He slurs a little as he says, “Does the name Barrington ring any bells?”


I think about it for a few seconds. “I don’t know—Barrington Gardens in Pasadena—”


“Right,” he says. “And Barrington Library and Barrington Boulevard and the Barrington Arms Hotel and so on in Pasadena….”


“Okay. So?”


“So? So, an assistant to Mildred Barrington—the grand dame matriarch of the Barrington family—contacted me. Mrs. Barrington wants to talk to us.”


“Talk to you.”


“Talk to us. She read that Times article. She wants you.”


My ego instantly inflates. Someone important knows my name. But I can’t give Ned an inch. “Forget it,” I announce.


“She won’t talk to me without you.”


“Tough shit.”


Ned hits his margarita like it’s a magic elixir that’ll make him more persuasive. “Listen to me,” he implores. “This is a billionaire. A damn-near hundred-year-old billionairess. Could be a fucking gold mine.”


Kid Rock’s “Devil Without a Cause” kicks in.


“Sorry. Not interested,” I say, even though I am. Fight the temptation. I need to focus on the band and nothing else.


Ned slumps, looking glum. “Alcohol depresses me,” he says. “I should know better than to drink with you.” It’s an act … I think. He’s trying to bait me. But maybe not. “I have three more years at Caltech prison. I am so bored … so burned out, sometimes I don’t think I’m gonna make it. If I can land us a fat deal, maybe I can get out early.”


Don’t look at him. Stand your ground. I glance away, but catch sight of his reflection in the mirror. He is getting old. He’s not well. It’s not an act.


Shit.


“Just tag along,” he says. “Help me land the gig, and I’ll take it from there.”


I drink up, grab my phone and keys off the bar. Stand. Feeling pretty dizzy.


“Please,” he says, so seriously, it unnerves me.


“Devil Woman”—Cliff Richard—plays next.


I’m way drunk.


Goddamnit, he pulled it off. He got me thinking about ghosts again. He won. A couple of sad looks and I caved. Pussy. “When and where.” I can’t believe I hear myself ask.


“She lives up north, in Pebble Beach—Seventeen Mile Drive. Some mansion.”


“That’s a friggin’ hike,” I gripe. “Are we flying?”


Ned perks right up. “It’s a nice drive. What’s your week look like?”


“Bad,” I say. “Rehearsal every afternoon, except tomorrow.” Could kick my own ass the second I say it. Served up the opening on a platter.


He perks up. “So let’s go tomorrow.”


Shake my head, wave that notion off. “We’re rehearsing Tuesday at noon.”


“Hell, let’s leave right now,” he says, grabbing his keys. “We’ll get everything we need at your place, drive out to my place, load the camper, hit a 7-Eleven for coffee. I’ll scarf down some donuts, sober up, and drive. You can crash. We’ll be there by dawn. I’ll call the assistant back first thing and get us a meeting.” He rattles it all off so fast my whiskey-soaked brain jams.


Some nice jazz plays. My last selection: “That Old Devil Moon.” Never heard it before.


Ned stops, listens, identifies it. “Is this Miles?”


I nod. The bartender loves it, yells down from the other end of the bar, “Did you play this, Kane?” I nod. “Good man. This is my kinda music. Listen to that trumpet. Only two trumpet players better.”


He’s dying to tell me the others. Screw you, pal.


“What do you say?” Ned asks. “Sound like a plan?”


“What if she can’t meet?”


“I’ll play hardball,” Ned promises. “It’s tomorrow or never.”


“But don’t you teach?”


“I’ll call in sick.” Ned’s fired up. “Let’s do this. Spur of the moment.”


I run the facts through my boozy head. “I swear to Christ, if you don’t have me back here in twenty-four hours—to the minute—I’ll release my flying monkeys all over your fat ass.”


“Deal. Start your stopwatch.”


I actually do—the one on my iPhone. Look at my reflection in the mirror. This is probably yet another big mistake. I’m pissed off at myself for another minute, but then I move on. “Okay, what do I need to know about this woman?”


Ned puts down his drink, counts off on his fingers as he speaks. “One: She’s obscenely rich. Gave up a career in show business and married the heir to an empire. Two: She’s old—ancient. Ninety-eight, but still Energizer Bunnying it along. Three: She’s powerful. Smart. Demanding. Ruthless in business. Shockingly tight with a charitable buck. Warm and fuzzy would not describe her. Now that I think about it,” he says, finishing off his drink, “you’d probably get along with her.”


“And if I go along with you, what do I get out of this?”


“Fifty-fifty, as usual.”


“No!” I say it way too loud. I’m really drunk. “I’ll help you get the job—that’s probably all I can do. I’m not going to fuck my chances up.”


“A consulting fee then. How does ten percent sound?”


“Fifteen percent,” I counter.


Ned smacks the bar. “Deal.”


“And you pick up this tab,” I add, “and pay for everything on the road trip.”


“Done.” Ned waves for the check. Pulls out a wad of cash. Leaves the pain-in-the-ass barkeep a twenty-dollar tip.


“Blessings be upon you, my friend,” Gabe says, shaking Ned’s hands. “Good to have you back, Kane,” he says to me. “With you back in here drinking, we can pay our rent for sure.” I fire him a murderous look. “I know,” he says, throwing up his hands in mock surrender. “Shut up and pour.”


My legs are shaky on the way out. “My car’s over there,” Ned says. We cross Hollywood Boulevard and enter the parking lot where the Brown Derby once stood. Ned pops the hatch on his Subaru Outback and pulls out something I recognize in a second—a vintage guitar case. “This is for you,” he says, handing it to me, “for helping me out.”


Holy shit. A Gibson Les Paul ’57 Goldtop Darkback Reissue. An exact replica of the guitar that Skydog Allman, among other legends, played. I hold it aloft like Excalibur. I swear it glows.


Ned’s got a dumb grin on his face. Like a dad on Christmas morning. “That’s it, right? The one you went on and on about the last time we were drinking.”


“Yeah,” I say, stunned.


“It’s yours now,” he says, proudly. “Let’s hear you make it talk.”


Speechless. The mother of all gifts. Aggravation melts away. The booze makes me all gooey. Like amnesia dissolving, I remember—here stands the only person who gives a shit.


“This lists for five grand.”


“More or less,” he says.


“I can’t accept it.”


“Who are you kidding? Now put it away before someone mugs us.”


I get choked up. Too much Jameson. Too much emotion. Reach for a smart-ass remark, but I got nothing. “Thanks.”


Ned speeds down Hollywood Boulevard. I look at him in the dashboard light. “If I would have said no and meant it, would you still have given it to me?”


“Shit,” he says, laughing, popping open the center console, and grabbing the receipt. “Why do you think I held onto this?”





Three



When we get to Carmel in the morning, we find out Mrs. Barrington is hosting a political fund-raising luncheon and can’t meet us until early evening.


I end up killing the day with Ned, who talks my ear off, and getting a helluva good look at the other side of the tracks. Carmel oozes money, but not in an obvious Beverly Hills way. Everyone just stepped out of a J. Crew catalog. Tons of dogs on leashes, and even they look rich. Lots of quaint shops selling stuff no one needs. Tree-lined streets with art galleries and cozy little restaurants. Walking around in my jeans, leather jacket, and boots, I get a few suspicious looks, a few double takes, like maybe I’m a rock star or actor in town for a visit. Maybe someday. Sure as hell not now. I spy the price tag on a sculpture of a nude woman trapped in glass that stands in a gallery window—$38,900.


I don’t belong here. Never will.


I’m grumpy as hell as we lumber into the La Playa Hotel in Carmel just after seven PM. It’s quaint. Feels a little musty, but homey. The centerpiece of the lobby is an ornate marble fireplace. They’re burning pine. I can tell by the crackle and the scent. My dad used to love to burn pine in our fireplace when I was a kid. Made the whole house smell like Christmas. Cheers me up a little.


Cute girl behind the desk points us toward the bar. We walk down a corridor, but a sign in the entrance of the bar reads: Closed. “What the fuck?” I bitch. “You got the place wrong?”


“No, I didn’t,” he assures me. “I see a bartender in there, come on.”


We move the velvet rope and step into an old school bar with brass fixtures and more wood than a porn shoot. It’s dimly lit, moody. Historic photos of Carmel hang on the walls along with geographic survey maps from the town’s construction. A bartender in a white tuxedo jacket fills bowls with nuts. High-end bottles of liquor are neatly lined up on mirrored shelves. Two angels—intricately carved in wood—face each other. They seem to stand guard above the cash register.


The place is empty save for two geezers at a corner table. I’m in a scene from The Shining. Guy Geezer waves us over.


Introductions are made. Lady Geezer is Mildred Barrington, but we can call her Millie. Ninety-eight, but looks seventy. Still got a spark in her green eyes. Dyed hair. Dressed to the nines. Silk, lace, pearls around her neck and on her fingers. Her mind and eyes are young.


Guy Geezer is—amazingly—Ronald Barrington, Millie’s son. Pale face, black suit—he looks like a corpse who crawled out of his casket. Can’t be. Spider veins on his nose, chronically bloodshot eyes. That sickly little chemical kind of musk that heavy vodka drinkers ooze. A top-shelf alcoholic.


The bartender approaches and takes our order. Me: Jameson on the rocks; Ned: Glenlivet; corpse: Grey Goose on the rocks; Millie: vodka gimlet, extra limes.


“Surprised there’s not a crowd in here. Very nice bar,” I offer, as an icebreaker.


“I had the bar closed,” Millie says, matter-of-factly. “To give us total privacy.” She says it all formal—prih-vah-see.


Geezer guy adjusts his jacket collar, coughs out, “Mother owns the hotel.”


Millie pats my hand. “You remind me of a young Bob Mitchum,” she says. “You have that same worn-out look.”


I guess I’ll take it as a compliment.


“I knew Bob Mitchum,” she boasts.


“Really?”


The geezer’s all slurry when he says, “Mother was an actress.”


“And a singer and a dancer. Tell them, Ronnie.” She snaps her fingers at him.


“Mother was in nine movies,” Ronnie says, finishing his drink. A lot of vodka down the hatch.


Millie leans forward in her chair. “I costarred in a film with Don Ameche. I acted on Broadway. And I danced in Paris—summer of 1937.”


As if he’s reading her bio, Ronnie blurts out, “Mother was a presence of stage and screen,” Ronnie says. The bartender walks over, almost without notice, and refills Ronnie’s tall glass—nearly to the rim.


I notice a framed Hollywood magazine cover from the early thirties on the wall across from us. My eyes dart from the cover to Millie. “That’s you.”


Millie sips her gimlet. Nods. “I retired from show business in 1941—when I married Harry. I could have been a millionaire on my own,” she boasts. “But a billionaire … that required matrimony.” She laughs, gravel and soot in the throat—a career smoker. Winks at me again.


Ned seems amused.


Millie turns in her seat and sizes me up. “So you’re the mystery man from the newspaper article?” she asks.


“Kane.” She says it with gusto and lets it trail off. “Splendid name. I knew Orson Welles,” she says. “Fancied himself a great lover, but he was hung like my pinkie.”


Ronnie chokes on a cashew. “Mother, please.”


Millie looks me right in the eye. A hardcore stare. Doubt is in her voice when she asks, “Did you really rid that church in Lompoc of its ghost? Is the story true?”


“More or less,” I say.


“I’ve met many liars,” Millie says. “Even married a few of them.”


“I’m not lying.”


She flashes a phony smile while she studies me hard. I maintain eye contact. “Do you have this device—this soul trap—with you?”


I hold up my backpack. “Right here.”


“May I see it?” she asks, politely.


I look around—no one, except for the bartender. I take out the trap and lay it on the table. It vibrates, beeps—the monitor flashes. I kill the beeper.


“Is it a gun? What’s it doing?” Ronnie asks, looking at me nervously.


“It’s picking up a presence. This hotel is haunted.”


“Is it? How exciting.” She laughs like I’m bullshitting her, nods toward the trap. “Tell me, how does it work?


I look at Ned—all yours, buddy. He gives me a little nod of reassurance, then walks them through how we capture and interrogate ghosts. He starts getting too technical. I interrupt and simplify. I’m concise. Soul Trap for Dummies.


When I’m finished, Ned looks for clarification. “So I take it you want us to rid the hotel of the ghost or ghosts haunting it?”


“No,” she says.


“Then why are we here?”


“You’re both from Los Angeles. Surely you know the Colorado Street Bridge in Pasadena.”


“Driven over it a million times,” Ned says. “I live in Pasadena.”


“I’ve seen it,” I say.


“Did you see the L.A. Times article week before last—about the girl who jumped off?”


Haven’t looked at the L.A. Times since that article, since that day with Eva. “No.”


Ned shakes his head. “Didn’t hear about it, but I know it happens there a lot.”


Millie finishes her gimlet. The bartender is right there the moment she sets her glass down. We all nod yes to another round. “Two Sundays ago, a seventeen-year-old girl leapt off the bridge. Her name was Anna Burrows. I saw her picture in the newspaper. A beautiful, young thing. Seeing her face, pondering her sad and unnecessary end. It moved me.”


We all clam up until the bartender delivers our drinks and leaves. Then Ned chimes in. “It’s nicknamed Suicide Bridge. It’s had that moniker since its construction in 1909. At least a hundred people have jumped.”


Ronnie corrects him. “The number is closer to two hundred.”


Millie taps her finger again. “Whatever the number, I want it to stop with Anna Burrows. Enough is enough.”


Don’t know whether to say what’s on my mind. I walk on eggshells as I say, “No disrespect, but what do you care? You don’t even live in Pasadena anymore.”


“The bridge has become a blight on my city.”


“And when mother says ‘my city,’ she means my city,” Ronnie says.


“But every town has a dark side,” I say. “Why do you take it personally?”


She bristles. Doesn’t like talking back. “Pasadena is my crown jewel,” she says. “I spent my best years building, crafting that city. I gave that town my heart and soul. The bridge means a great deal to me personally,” she says.


“Why?” I ask.


A little smile that seems genuine. Her body language suggests reluctance to elaborate, but she tells me more. “The bridge and I are the same age—give or take,” she says. “We’re dear old friends. Sisters. We’re intertwined. It’s always been a special place for me. Back when I was a child, it was as much a pedestrian bridge as traffic route. People strolled there. The views at sunset were breathtaking. There were no ugly railings. No traffic whizzing by. My family walked the bridge; we had picnics beneath it.”


Her voice cracks with emotion. “Of all the many things written about me—bad and worse—no one ever wrote this: my late husband Harry proposed to me on that bridge.”


“Really?” Ronnie and I say simultaneously.


“Yes, really,” she says. “We were in the dead center of the bridge. Looking out at those majestic San Gabriel Mountains, I said, ‘Yes.’ Together, we built a life, and a city.”


Immediately, Ned pisses on the emotional moment. “I hear ya’,” he says. “Great story. But there’s a suicide bridge in practically every town in the US,” Ned points out. “You’ll never stop people who are down and out from killing themselves.”


Millie ignores Ned, stares me straight in the eye. “Understand me. I want the suicides to end.”


“Sorry, but we’re not psychologists,” I say.


Millie grows weary. More reluctance as she says, “A late friend once told me the bridge was haunted. That this was a supernatural issue, not a psychological one.”


“A psychic?” I ask.


“That’s a … loose term, dare I say a vulgar one, in my book,” Millie says. “Let’s just say my friend seemed to be genuinely sensitive to these things.


“And you believed her?”


“Frankly, no. I’ve always been a skeptic. I believe in the here and now. But as the years have passed, and the suicides have continued, and I’ve marched steadily toward my own mortality, I’ve allowed myself to revisit the subject, to become more open-minded about the possibility.”


“There are ghost stories in books—all over the web—about the bridge,” Ned says. “Any place with that much negative energy is likely to be a hotbed of paranormal activity. I almost guarantee you it’s haunted. Probably by a number of spirits. We need to know exactly what it is you want us to do.”


Millie taps her fingers on the table, no doubt issuing a direct order. “If there are spirits at the bridge, I want them gone. Someday I mean to have my ashes scattered there, and I don’t intend on sharing the bridge with anyone, or anything that is causing people to take their own precious lives.”


Ned looks at me. I look the other way. It’s a huge job. Would eat up lots of time. I told Ned I couldn’t promise him anything. He so wants me to look at him, to give him a read, but I won’t. Ned finally answers her. “Okay, I get it. Like I said, it could be a difficult job. We should discuss our fee.”


At the mention of money, Millie’s pearly white dentures gleam. She takes a dainty sip of her gimlet, stares us down, and says, “Don’t pull any nonsense on me. I may be old, but I’m not stupid. I’ll only say that once.” She glares at me, then Ned. “So what’s your fee?”


Ned completely chokes. He is so psyched out he doesn’t know what to ask for.


Millie smiles. “Let’s discuss this in stages.” She just schooled Ned, the genius.


Ned’s eyes beg me to save him. I’m silent.


“You claim I have a haunted hotel here?” Millie asks.


I’ll at least answer that. “For sure,” I tell her. “There’s a ghost. Right here in the bar.”


“Then make this skeptic a believer,” she says. “Capture this ghost. Tell me why it’s here. Get rid of it.”


Ned’s chuckle drips with sarcasm. “You want us to audition?”


“Heavens no. Working for free is not good business,” Millie says. “Tell me what it will cost.”


Ned looks at me. I’m all poker face. “Ten thousand dollars,” Ned blurts out.


Not a second ticks off the clock before she says, “Fine. Do this, and I’ll decide if a larger project warrants discussion.”


“Can I have a minute with my partner?” Ned asks.


“By all means,” she says.


I follow Ned into the corridor outside the bar. “Forget about the big job—the bridge,” Ned whispers. “This ghost right here is easy pickins’.”


He’s right. The ghost is stationary. Two phantom fences before it knows what hit it, pull the trigger, and it’s toast. “I think I can nail it in a few seconds.”


Ned grins. “Then let’s do it. A quick and dirty 10K.”


Follow Ned back to the bar. One thing bothers me—I don’t have my lucky necklace. I never ghost-hunt without it. Haven’t worn it since I put the trap away last year. I didn’t think I’d need it tonight.


Ned turns to tell me something when we enter the bar, but I shove him aside, grab the soul trap off the table, and fire at the spot where the spirit hovers. Take a wild shot at catching the soul by surprise. Squeeze the trigger and fire. There’s that sound—huge, otherworldy, powerful. A slow build up as the energy fields converge and then, Boom! Haven’t heard it in a long time.


I kind of miss that sound.


The blast just misses the bartender. He runs for cover. Glasses shatter from the shock wave.


The sound rumbles from the bar, through the corridor, and into the lobby.


“Mother of pearl,” Millie cries when she hears that unforgettable roar.


Check the monitor. Missed. Fuck. I’m out of practice. Track the soul on the monitor—it’s darting around, fast. The tiny bulbs lighting the liquor shelves blow. It’s pissed off. Whoosh. Ghost is gone—on the run.


We take off after it.


Son of a bitch. Here I go again.


Soul keeps us running up and down the stairs of the four-story hotel until we finally track it down and pin it inside the bar with two phantom fences. The bartender fled long ago. But Millie and Ronnie Barrington are still there.


One by one, the liquor bottles topple off the mirrored shelves and smash on the floor. The glowing orb manifests again before our eyes and darts toward the doorway. When it runs into the phantom fence, it crackles with energy. It’s stunned.


“Now!” Ned shouts.


I raise the soul trap and aim. An unseen force guides the barrel left, then a little right. The crosshairs on the trap’s monitors blink red. Targeting tone rings out. I pull the trigger.


The roar is deeper this time. Millie shrieks. Ronnie’s under the table. The sound echoes for several seconds. “What happened?” she asks when the room finally settles.


“We got it,” I say.


Ronnie struggles to get to his feet. “What now?” he asks.


We take Millie and Ronnie to the camper, show them the equipment, walk them through the process while I stretch out on the bed above the cab and get wired and ready to go in. Feels like I’m slipping into a second skin as I don the electrodes, the NuMag helmet, the Ganzfeld goggles, and earplugs. I lay back in silent darkness. I reach up and feel the ceiling of the camper a foot away.


Ned sends a current of electricity. It circulates around the rim of the goggles. The helmet vibrates. My skin buzzes. I begin my routine—breathing, relaxation techniques, meditation. Have a hard time settling my mind. Thoughts pop like loud little firecrackers.


Focus.


Concentrate.


It’s not working. The camper is too crowded. Can’t calm down. Can’t project my soul.


I ask Millie and Ronnie to step outside for a few minutes. I start over. Focus on nothing but my breath. In one nostril, out the other. It’s working. Surround myself with a white light of protection. Meditate. Recall a fond memory—a conversation I had with Donna Lonzi inside the trap. My chakras energize. My soul vibrates, rises. Darkness is illuminated by a rainbow of colors that swirl gently in my third eye. I’m floating away. The vibrant colors blend into a single shade of purple. I hear the electric hum and the high-pitch ringing. I made it.




I open my eyes.


The last time I projected my consciousness into the trap, Ned skinned the interior like a ’50s diner. Now it’s back to interrogation central. A metal table, two metal chairs, a single lightbulb and the big door to the hereafter. A guy in a tuxedo stands in the corner. Looks to be in his late thirties. Black hair. A long, narrow face. Olive complexion. Tall and thin. A sad look. Reminds me a little of Adrien Brody.


“Who are you?” he asks. “Where am I?”


I ignore his questions. Order him to take a seat.


We sit at the table across from each other.


I stare at him until he’s good and nervous. “What’s your name?”


“Stanley Tekulve. What’s yours?”


“Never mind. Why are you haunting this hotel, Stanley?”


“So I can watch Millie Barrington grow old and die,” he answers, coldly.


“Old grudge?” I ask.


“We were lovers.”


“When?”


“Most of the forties. When I was the manager at La Playa.”


“Banging the boss, huh?”


“It was more than that,” he says. “We were in love.” He pronounces everything too precisely, just like Millie. “She told me she would leave her husband for me. That she’d give up her fortune. That we’d be married.”


“And?”


“She lied. And when she was done with me, she sacked me. She drove me to despair. She’s evil, I tell you. Ours was a love spell that became a curse.” I want to puke. He’s phony. Talks like a talentless actor delivering his lines in a bad ’40s movie.


I don’t like this guy. Want to smack him a good one. But on he drones. “Her betrayal ruined me. My mind became fragmented. I lost hope. I was drawn to do something I would have never dreamed of doing before I met that witch.”


“What?”


“I took my own life.”


That one catches me by surprise. It’s the first soul I ever trapped who committed suicide.


Stanley’s voice is full of regret when he tells me, “When Millie left me, I went down to the beach, walked into Carmel Bay, and let the current sweep me away.”


I knock on the table to get his attention. “Sorry to hear that, but it’s time for you to move on.”


He sits up and shakes his head in protest. “No. No. I’m not walking through my door until that wicked witch is dead. I watch her get older and uglier—every day. I see the light in her becoming eyes dim.”


“You don’t get to make the rules today, pal. Millie does. And Millie says you’re moving on.” I press the button under the corner of the table. The crystal-handled lever materializes by my side. The steel door to the hereafter appears right behind Stanley. It startles him. He panics.


He knows he’s fucked. “No!” he sobs. “I’m not ready.”


“Sorry. Last call, Stanley.”


He weeps, his head in his hands. “I’m afraid I’ll go to hell for what she made me do.”


“Should have thought about that before you pissed your life away.” End of discussion. I yank the lever. The door inches open to the sound of heavy chains. I brace. You never know what’s on the other side. I back away, expecting to see the orange glow that signifies a one-way ticket to hell. But there are no demons, no blasts of foul, hot air. There’s nothing but a thick gray fog and eerie silence. The fog creeps into the room toward Stanley. No voices. No one waiting to welcome him. Stanley tries to grab onto the table, but the fog pries his fingers loose one at a time. He cries out. He tries to stay rooted, but the fog envelops him and pulls him steadily toward the door. He’s paralyzed, unable to resist, but his eyes bug wide as he says, “I’m warning you.” He screams at me before the fog carries him away, “Get too close to Millie, and you’ll lose your heart and soul.”


The door slams shut. The cheesy old movie dialogue is gone with the fog.


My exit door appears behind me. I leave.


I’m on my back, convulsing. Fighting for breath. My heart races. I’m drenched in sweat.


“Is he all right?” Millie asks, alarmed.


“It’s normal,” Ned says. “He’s a little out of practice.”


My lungs start to function. Ned stands on the ladder, peels off the electrodes, and yanks off my helmet. I see two of him. He helps me climb down, one slow step at a time. I’m wickedly dizzy. I gulp down a bottle of water, take a seat at the table.


“Well?” Ronnie asks.


“Ghost is gone,” I choke out.


“Tell me,” Millie says. “What was his name?”


“Stanley,” I say, coughing.


Millie’s jaw drops. “My God,” she says. She knows now. She shoots me a spiteful little smirk. “And what did that fool have to say for himself?”


“You knew it was him?”


“I wasn’t entirely certain, but I had a strong feeling.”


“You could have told me that,” I snap.


Millie laughs—that Shirley Temple four-packs-a-day giggle. “Tell me. Tell me everything he said.”


“Let me think,” I say, still a little muddled. Millie gets impatient. “Tell me” she barks. “Every word of it.”


Did I mention I pretty much hate everyone? That includes people who always get everything they want and old ladies who think they can jerk me around. Screw you, Millie. You kept a secret from me, I’ll keep one from you. “It was a little hazy,” I lie. “The gist of it was that you jilted him.”


Ronnie shakes his head and grins. “Oh, Mother, not another one of your dalliances.”


Millie opens her bejeweled handbag, takes out a letter written on La Playa Hotel stationary, yellowed with age. She hands it to me. I read it aloud:


 


My Dearest Mildred,


It is finished. You got what you wanted. I am gone from your hotel. I am gone from your life. Gone from all life.


How could you, Millie? How could you fake such a deep and lasting love for me when all the time, I was just your puppet?
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